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PREFACE
This project was inspired by many small moments from my experiences as a language
learner and as a language teacher that sparked questions. As a kid wanting to learn French, my
grandmother’s mother tongue, I was perplexed as to why she felt she should not speak with me
because her rural Canadian French was “bad” and that I should look for a real French speaker
who could help me to speak properly. When I majored in French as an undergraduate at a small
college, I was lucky to have a wonderful advisor who had grown up in Haiti, and who taught
classes on French literature from authors in the African Diaspora that sparked questions about
who owned the French language and how it should be used. He guided me through a senior
thesis on Camara Laye’s Enfant Noir that was titled “Assimiler ou Être Assimilé,” examining
what it meant to be a French speaker and writer in a post-colonial context.
These questions about language came with me into my experiences as a language teacher.
As I entered the profession, narratives about ideal and weak language students that were
sometimes quietly and sometimes loudly tied to race become part of my social interactions with
other teachers. I remember my first days teaching in Morocco as a 24 year-old fresh out of a
master’s degree. One of my new colleagues, an experienced teacher from the U.S., told me she
had spent the previous two years teaching English in China before moving to Morocco. I asked
her what it was like to teach English in China, and she told me it was awful and “Chinese people
can’t learn to speak English.” I believe she meant this as a joke, but as Ibrahim, one of the focal
students in this dissertation would say, it was not a good joke. It was a strange moment where I
looked with admiration towards a more experienced teacher and was shocked by her lack of
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respect for her past students. I wish I could say this was an isolated event, a single teacher, but as
this dissertation shows, it is not.
This past year has been a powerful time to be writing a dissertation on race. The tragic
death of George Floyd and the groundswell of protests that has followed has resulted in a
widespread call for introspection on the role of race in U.S. society and within individuals. I
think that college faculty, as highly educated people, sometimes feel they have already done this
introspective work and that the problem of racial discrimination lies outside of themselves. ESL
professionals, who work closely with students from across the globe from many different racial
backgrounds, may also see themselves as already having done this introspective work, but I hope
this study serves as a reminder that that work is never done. Further, I hope this project provides
a model of how we can employ a self-critical lens to examine our own practices and beliefs in
order to move closer towards an equitable education for students of all backgrounds. I am
grateful to all of the faculty and students in my study, and I am most grateful to the focal students
who shared their stories. They provided an emotional labor in sharing their experiences, and I
hope that this study has an impact that can repay them in some part for that work.
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ABSTRACT
Perceptions of international multilingual students from the university community have a
significant impact on those students’ identities and status on campus. These perceptions
construct narratives of the ideal international multilingual student, which is defined by an
optimal set of student characteristics that appear to be divorced from factors of race, gender, and
accent. This dissertation examines the concept of the ideal international multilingual student in
intersection with factors of race, gender, and accent. This qualitative, IRB-approved study draws
from the model of investment (Norton 2000, 2013; Darvin & Norton, 2015; De Costa & Norton,
2017) and the concept of racialization of the body (Ahmed, 2002) to provide an understanding of
the construction and effects of narratives of ideal multilingual students in academic communities.
Through the analysis of photovoice with students, surveys and interviews of faculty and
students, student writing, and course materials, This study considers three research questions: 1)
How does the academic community narrate and construct the identities of multilingual students
in classrooms and on campus?, 2) How do college-level multilingual writers narrate their
identities in relation to language learning, race, and accent? Do students perceive the host
academic community as privileging certain accents or races, when it comes to classroom
performance and academic writing?, and 3) How do college-level multilingual writers narrate
their identities in relation to university community acceptance around the intersectionality
between race/ethnicity and gender?
In this study, I found that the ideal international multilingual student was constructed as a
person who is outgoing, confident, has strong English language abilities, and seeks out
relationships with U.S. faculty and peers; this narrative has significant effects on international
xii

multilingual students’ identities, particularly for students who do not fit this definition. The study
also reveals the limitations of the ideal international multilingual student myth, by examining the
ways in which this myth falsely constructs the university community as a meritocracy where
hardworking international multilingual students can gain full access to social and academic
opportunities. These findings point to the need for TESOL professionals to examine the racial,
linguistic, and gendered biases underpinning the narrative of the ideal multilingual student and
challenge such narratives within their institutions.
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CHAPTER 1: THE IDEAL INTERNATIONAL MULTILINGUAL STUDENT
In a 2020 article in Language Teaching, Kerry Soo Von Esch, Suhanthie Motha, and
Ryuko Kubota took on the task of plotting the history of research on race within the field of
language education. Motha and Kubota themselves factor prominently into this history, as two of
the most influential scholars on race and language teaching. In the article, the writers trace
different lines of inquiry on race and language teaching and identify the gaps and the blind spots
in the research. Towards the end of the article, the writers draw attention to the lack of
intersectionality in the research on race, language teaching, and writing: “Given that race
intersects in complex ways with other social and identity markers, research in language teaching
must address a gap in understanding of how this intersectionality explicitly operates in language
teaching” (p. 411). The authors conclude by calling for more empirical investigations into the
ways that race, gender, and language identities overlap and affect multilingual students. This
dissertation aims to begin to answer that call by studying how factors of race, gender, and accent
affect international multilingual students’ identities and status in one university community and
provides a model for how TESOL professionals might study student and faculty perceptions of
multilingual students and the impact of those perceptions on multilingual students in academic
communities.
Given its consideration of multilingual students’ identities in the context of race, accent,
and gender, this dissertation study is situated in conversation within the fields of composition
(particularly second language writing) and TESOL. This chapter provides a review of the
literature and research that has shaped this current project. In this chapter, I begin by examining
identity through the model of investment (Norton 2000, 2013, Darvin & Norton, 2015, De Costa
2

& Norton, 2017). I then consider the concept of the ideal English speaker and research on the
role of race, gender, and accent in TESOL and second language writing in order to demonstrate
the need for research on intersectionality, identity, and multilingual students in the university
context.
Identity & Investment
Race, gender, and accent have significant effects on multilingual students’ identity
negotiation within academic communities and whether or not students feel invested in their
communities and classrooms. The model of investment was first conceptualized by Norton
(2000, 2013) in her study of immigrant women and identity in Canada in the 1990s. Norton
provided an important framework for understanding multilingual identity in an English-speaking
community. In her longitudinal study, Norton observed newly immigrated women in Canada as
they transitioned into their communities and learned to speak English. Norton’s participants
varied in age, language background, socioeconomic status, and educational histories. In
observing the identity journeys of her participants, Norton drew from Anderson’s (1983, 2006)
concept of “imagined communities,” or the ideas an individual has constructed about a nation
and their membership within it. Norton built upon this concept to consider how the newly
immigrated women in her study constructed their identities. In particular, Norton considered how
individuals imagined their future positions within a new language community. These ideas were
shaped by the individual’s sense of self, as well as their attitudes towards the target language
community, and the individual’s interactions with members of the new language community.
Thus, a multilingual person’s current sense of self is shaped by what they see as their future
prospects in the target community. Most importantly, these imagined communities and thus the
individual’s identity and their investment in the new language community, are constantly in flux.
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Norton’s model of investment challenged previous understandings of motivation by recognizing
investment as situational. As Darvin and Norton (2015) state, “For example, a student may be a
highly motivated learner, but may not be invested in the language practices of a given classroom
if the practices are racist, sexist, or homophobic” (p. 37). Norton’s model has been highly
influential and has been employed by many researchers in studies seeking to better understand
language learners’ identities (Potowski, 2004; Bearse and Jong, 2008). In 2015, Darvin and
Norton revisited and revised the model of investment in consideration of global changes since
Norton’s 1990s study and the movement toward an increasingly transnational and technological
world. They expanded the model to include the concepts of ideologies and capital (economic,
cultural, and social). Darvin and Norton (2015) defined ideologies as:
Constructed and imposed by structures of power and reproduced through hegemonic
practices and consent, ideologies are dominant ways of thinking that organize and
stabilize societies while simultaneously determining modes of inclusion and
exclusion and the privileging and marginalization of ideas, people, and relations (p.
44).
Darvin and Norton recognized ideologies as multiple and shifting as multilingual people move
from one context to another. Ideologies construct the value of economic, cultural, and social
capital within communities. Adding the concepts of ideologies and capital to the model of
identity facilitates the understanding of the complexities of identity formation and negotiation of
modern multilingual people. The model of investment was further developed and visualized by
the Douglas Fir Group (2016), a collaborative group of scholars from varying disciplinary
backgrounds. The Douglas Fir Group developed a model called “The multifaceted Nature of
Language Learning and Teaching,” mapping identity in the micro level of individuals, the meso
level of institutions and communities, and the macro level of ideologies. This model is important
to this dissertation in conceptualizing how individual identity is affected and shaped by
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individual interactions at the micro level, policies and pedagogical practices as the meso level,
and belief systems at the macro level. This current model of investment contributes to my
understanding of student identity and the influences of race, accent, and gender in student
identity negotiation. Further, it conceptualizes the conditions under which students are
empowered or disempowered in their identities and status in academic communities. In the
following section, I consider representations of and studies of the ideal English speaker in the
field of language learning.
The Ideal English Speaker
The idea of the ideal international multilingual student is central to this dissertation.
Particularly relevant to this study are two significant lines of research in TESOL: the concept of
the good language learner and the image of the ideal English speaker.
The concept of the good language learner was first introduced in the late 1970s by
Naiman et al (1978) who were interested in examining the characteristics of successful language
learners in their book The Good Language Learner. Naiman et al (1978) considered the internal
characteristics of successful language learners, linking these characteristics to heightened
aptitude for language learning. The Good Language Learner inspired several subsequent studies
during the 1980s and 1990s (Bailey, 1983; Saville-Troike, 1988; Chamot & O’Malley, 1994).
In 2001, investigation into the concept of the good language learner shifted when Norton
and Toohey argued that the concept of the good language learner must take into account, not
only the internal characteristics of the learner, but also the social factors that influence the
individual’s language learning environment. In their study of two successful language learners,
Norton and Toohey (2001) considered both internal and external factors that impacted language
learning. This study, however, was limited in that both of the participants in the were White
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females; Norton and Toohey did not analyze the effect of race on language learner success but
identified it as a direction for future research. In the years since Norton and Toohey’s 2001
article, several scholars have taken up the call to address social factors in language learner
success, namely in considering the interpersonal relationships between students and teachers.
Several studies have identified positive relationships between students and teachers as significant
factors of student success (Murtiningsih, 2018; Celik et al, 2013; Barnes & Lock, 2013).
However, scholars have not taken up Norton and Toohey’s call to consider race and gender
explicitly in relation to the concept of the good language learner1. Considering the role of race
and gender in connection to the good language learner is one of the aims of this study.
In addition to research into the ideal or good language learner, TESOL has also
investigated the image of the ideal English speaker, which is associated with Whiteness and
being a native speaker of a privileged English dialect (Phillipson, 1992). Several studies have
considered the impact of the image of the ideal English speaker on language teachers, leading to
discrimination against teachers of color (Park, 2013; Grant & Lee, 2009; Golombek & Jordan,
2005). In a more recent study, Ruecker and Ives (2015) examined online job advertisements for
EFL teaching positions in Southeast Asia. They found that the ideal English language teacher
was most often “depicted as a young, White, enthusiastic native speaker of English from a stable
list of inner-circle countries” (733). Ruecker and Ives (2015) consider how these depictions of
the ideal English teacher privilege native speaker status over professional qualifications. These
studies reveal some of the harmful impacts of the image of the ideal English speaker on TESOL
professionals of color.

1

In 2017, Norton and De Costa, played on the concept of the good language learner, by investigating the traits of the
“good language teacher.” Norton and De Costa drew from the Douglas Fir Group’s (2016) model of investment
(Norton 2000, 2013) to argue for the importance of teachers investigating their own identities and how those
identities impact their students.
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Scholars have also considered the impact of the image of the ideal English speaker on
English language learners. Motha and Lin’s 2014 work on desire theorizes how English becomes
an object of desire that offers learners “allure and sparkling promise” (p.332) that is intertwined
with Whiteness and native speakerism. They argue in favor of critical pedagogies that help
students to disentangle English language skills from Whiteness and native speakerism. Motha
and Lin’s theory is supported by studies like Takahashi (2012) who studied young Japanese
females in Australia. Takahashi found that idealization of Whiteness in English language
learning led many of the female Japanese participants to desire a White Western male partner.
These studies are evidence of the entanglement of Whiteness and native speakerism with English
language learning. The association of Whiteness and native speakerism with the English
language can be used to justify discrimination against English speakers and learners who deviate
from these racist ideals.
As described above, Whiteness and native speakerism are tied to perceptions of English;
therefore, discussions of race within the field of language teaching are central to this study. But
these concerns still remain understudied, particularly in the fields of second language writing and
composition studies, which continues to express an interest in college-level international students
studying in English contexts. This dissertation studies the space between the ideal English
speaker and the good language learner by considering the ways that the ideal international
multilingual student is constructed by faculty and students within the context of a U.S.
university. Further, this study argues that role of race in shaping international multilingual
student identity within an academic community must be closely examined.
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Race and Identity
A number of scholars in the fields of composition, second language writing, and TESOL
have considered the way multilingual students’ physical characteristics have led them to be
racialized by the host community and how this has affected their position within that community.
In a foundational study on race and language learning, Ibrahim (1999) argued that constructions
of race greatly impact the position and language learning of English language learners. In his
study, Ibrahim learned from observations of and interviews with middle and high school students
who emigrated from Africa to Canada. These students spoke French and other languages from
their countries of origin, and they learned English when they arrived in Ontario. Ibrahim argued
that because their host community constructed them as Black, the students embraced this identity
and learned to speak Black Stylized English through exposure to popular culture, especially
through rap and hip-hop music. His study posed important questions about the effect of racial
constructions on English language learners, asking: “’Who do we as social subjects living within
a social space desire to be or to become? And whom do we identify with, and what repercussions
does our identification have on how and what we learn?’” (p. 352). Ibrahim’s study provided
early insight into the ways multilingual students are racialized and how students negotiate these
racial definitions. This study provided a foundation and inspiration for further research on the
relationship between race, language learning, and multilingual student identity.
In another study of the impact of race on multilingual students, Rolón-Dow (2005)
considered the experiences of female Puerto Rican students at a middle school that served two
cities in an urban area in the U.S. In particular, the study looked at the effect of a prevalent
stereotype of Latino families as being uninterested or not invested in their children’s education or
educational practices in the school. She found that teachers at the school largely ascribed to this
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stereotypical belief and blamed the lack of care students received from families as the reason for
their lack of success in school. Some teachers described the need for students to leave their home
lives at the door in order to have success in school. The students were acutely aware of how they
were seen by their teachers, which strained their relationship with those teachers and the
institution. While Rolón-Dow’s study considered the experiences of students in middle school,
similar concerns exist among college-age international students. In this dissertation, I examine
how racialized stereotypes of international students affect their relationships with U.S. faculty
and peers.
Rolón-Dow (2005) argues that teachers must understand their students’ backgrounds in
order to form positive and trusting relationships that facilitate learning. The study offers another
perspective of racial identities imposed on multilingual students, and in this case, their families.
It also brings to light an important aspect of race, in which stereotypes are used to justify and
blame students for their lack of success in academic settings.
For example, Shuck’s (2006) study of monolingual college students’ perceptions of
multilingual students aligns with this idea of blaming marginalized students for their own
marginalization. Many monolingual college students in Shuck’s study expressed the idea that
multilingual students needed to work harder to improve their English skills and to better integrate
into university communities, or they should “leave.” These studies illustrate how racism is often
encoded in discussions about language and language abilities.
Von Esch et al (2020) identify 2006 and the publication of two important texts (Curtis &
Romney, 2006; Kubota & Lin, 2006) as a turning point in research on race and language
learning. Curtis and Romney (2006) edited a collection of narratives from English language
teachers of color in which the teachers reflect on their experiences as TESOL professionals and
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the effects of race on those experiences. In the same year, Kubota & Lin (2006) wrote an
introduction to a Special Topics issue of TESOL Quarterly on the issue of race, drawing attention
to the need for more research on the connections between race and English language learning
and writing: “Unlike our peer fields such as anthropology, education, and sociology, the field of
TESOL has not sufficiently addressed the idea of race and related concepts” (p. 471). Here
Kubota and Lin challenged TESOL professionals to engage with race and examine its role in
English language teaching. Both Curtis and Romney (2006) and Kubota and Lin (2006)
highlighted the importance of research of race in TESOL, and since 2006, several scholars have
studied this topic; for the purpose of this dissertation, the remainder of this literature review will
focus on those works most relevant to concerns of race and identity, as these studies continue to
guide my thinking, as well as my analysis of student and faculty data.
For example, in 2009, Kubota and Lin edited a collection entitled Race, Culture, and
Identities in Second Language Education. Within this collection, Quach, Jo, and Urrieta (2009)
consider the racialized identities of multilingual generation 1.5 students whose families
immigrated to North Carolina from various countries in Asia. This article describes the varying
and sometimes contradictory stereotypes of Asian immigrants prevalent in the communities
where students were living and how these expectations from the host community affected their
identities. In some ways, stereotypes idealized the students as model, well-behaved immigrants
with the capacity to excel in the realms of math and science. However, despite these seemingly
positive views of Asian people, the students described experiencing racism from their peers as
well as their teachers. The students found themselves in an in-between space, both discriminated
against for being immigrants and celebrated for being model immigrants. Their status as model
immigrants seemed to distinguish them from immigrants from places other than Asia, as well as
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other racialized groups. This had an important impact on students’ identity formation, “Decisions
to identify and relate to specific racial groups while rejecting others were made based on both
explicit and implicit messages these students received from their teachers and peers” (p. 133).
Quach et al (2009) explain that the Asian students primarily sought friendships with White
students and sometimes expressed prejudice against Black and Latinx students within their
school. Quach et al’s findings speak to Motha and Lin’s (2014) and Takahashi’s (2012) work on
desire and its connection between English and Whiteness.
Falling in the tradition established by Curtis and Romney’s (2006) collection of
narratives by TESOL professionals of color, an important strand of research on race and TESOL
considers the significance of racialized teacher identities. While this dissertation focuses on
multilingual student identity, research on teacher identities has often been more prevalent in the
field of language learning; these studies on teacher identity provide insights into the kinds of
racism and discrimination that often befall multilingual speakers of English. For example, in a
year-long study, Motha (2006) researched the impact of ESOL teachers’ racialized identities on
their students. In particular, she considered how the teachers’ racialized identities factored into
their attempts to enact antiracist pedagogy and practices in their classrooms and institutions. In
another important work, Vandrick (2009) investigated the impact of colonialism and White
privilege on her positionality as a teacher and researcher. These studies have impacted this study
in challenging me as a researcher and teacher of the English language to consider my own racial,
gender, and linguistic identities in relation to my work2. In the following section, I consider
research on gender, language learners, and identity.

2

I return to the discussion of my positionality in an interchapter between Chapter 1 and Chapter 2.
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Gender, Identity, and Access
In a 2004 TESOL Quarterly article, Davis and Skilton-Sylvester reviewed past work on
TESOL and gender and suggested possible future directions. They traced the history of research
on gender and language learning from a past essentialist perspective on gender to a more fluid
definition connected to ideas of gender performativity (Butler, 1990) and constructivism
(Connell, 2002). Much of the early work on language and gender focused on native speakers and
linguistic discrimination. Cameron (1995), for example, studied the ways in which linguistic
practices associated with women were constructed as deviant and how women were often
encouraged to “clean up” their language.
Norton’s (2000, 2013) study brought multilingualism, gender, and identity into
conversation. In her study, Norton found that some cultural gender roles limited women’s access
to the language community and thereby practice using the target language. For several of the
women in Norton’s study, cultural gender roles dictated that women be considered primary
caretakers of children and the home, which kept some of the women from having access to
interaction with English speakers outside the home. It also meant that their husbands’ language
learning was prioritized over their own for financial reasons. However, Norton also found that
the role of caretaker could sometimes be empowering in that it led some women to assert their
right to be heard in order to protect their families’ best interests. Overall, Norton’s study showed
that gender had an important impact on language learners and their status in their new
communities. However, Norton’s participants were all women and, she did not consider other
constructs of gender in the study. Since the 1990s, conceptions of and conversations around
gender and gender identity have become more complex. There is a need for researchers to
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explore how international students see issues around gender identity impacting their access to
community and access to language learning.
Like Norton, Ehrlich (2001) considered the social experiences of English language
learners in the community. Ehrlich studied the effects of sexual harassment on language learners,
arguing that gender and gender discrimination had a significant impact on language learners and
must be taken into account in understanding the language learning environment of language
students. In 2004, Norton and Pavlenko, edited a collection called Gender and Language
Learning, addressing issues of gender and language learning in both EFL and ESL contexts.
Within this collection, Julé (2004) considered how teachers’ preconceptions regarding the
cultural gender roles of multilingual students affected the behavior and learning opportunities of
female students. In her study, Julé observed how teachers of female Punjabi students in Canada
considered shyness to be part of these students’ cultural gender roles. In an effort to be culturally
sensitive, teachers did not call on female students, and may have inadvertently given these
students less help and guidance in the classroom. This study revealed how teachers’ prejudices
regarding female roles in other cultures, sometimes led teachers to take a hands-off approach
with students, hindering students from full participation in the classroom.
In another study of multilingual females’ perceptions of gender, Song (2019) explored
the effect of gender roles, and specifically the trait of shyness, on Saudi Arabian women in U.S.
universities. She found that all of the female Saudi Arabian participants in the study considered
shyness to be an important aspect of womanhood. Some of the female participants recognized
shyness as gender performance and as cultural, while others saw it as essential and universal.
Regardless of these varying perspectives, all of the female participants described performing
shyness, particularly in the presence of male Saudi Arabian students. This effectively limited
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their participation in classrooms and in other community interactions. Of particular importance
in this study is Song’s finding that the participants were most conscious of shyness in the
presence of males from the same country of origin
In some recent studies, gender has been considered in conjunction with sexuality. Selvi
and Kocamon (2020) considered representations of gender and sexuality in English language
teaching materials. They report on their study of gender and sexuality representations in teaching
handouts produced by teachers in an Intensive English Program in a university in Turkey. They
found that gender was represented in binary male/female terms, and that men were mentioned
significantly more frequently than women in the handouts. Further, men were represented in a
wider range of occupations than women, with the exception of housework and childcare. They
also found that linguistic sexism was frequently present in which the term man or men was used
to refer to all people. There were no mentions of any LGBTQ+ people in the handouts, making
them invisible. Selvi and Kocaman’s work contributes to the understanding of how course
materials affect students’ gendered identities in the classroom.
These studies build a foundation for the exploration of gender in this study. This
dissertation, however, is interested in international multilingual students’ perceptions of how
their racial, gender, and linguistic identities grant them or bar them from access to the university
community. Gender, in addition to race, is one of the overlapping layers of identities that I
consider in this dissertation. In the following section, I add linguistic identity into the discussion.
Accent and perceptions of accent have a significant effect on multilingual students’ identities and
largely impact their experiences in an academic community.
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Accent, Bias, Identity, and Access
Rubin’s (1992) work on perceptions of accent is foundational to my research on the link
between racism and accent. In Rubin’s study, undergraduate students listened to tape recordings
of a short lecture given by a native speaker from the U.S. Some of the students were shown a
picture of an Asian woman while they listened to the recording, while other students were shown
a picture of a White woman while they listened. After the lecture, students were given a cloze
test3 to demonstrate their understanding of the language used in the lecture. Students who had
been shown the picture of the Asian women were more likely than those who had been shown
the picture of the White woman to report having difficulty understanding the lecture and to
attribute those difficulties to accent. Rubin’s study demonstrated that racial bias can and often
does prime an individual to expect difficulty in communication. When that occurs, the individual
listening to a non-native or international speaker of English is more likely to report experiencing
difficulty in communication and understanding.
Bias and discrimination, based on accent, is also coursing through classroom walls from
society at large. Moving outside the university, Munro (2003) considers court cases where
discrimination based on an individual’s speaking abilities and accent occurred. Although his
study takes place in Canada, many parallels can be drawn to U.S. society. Munro coins the term
accent stereotyping to describe the prejudices listeners have in reaction to hearing accented
speech. He explains that, much like seeing certain physical characteristics, for instance skin
color, hearing certain accents can invoke stereotypes and racism in the minds of some listeners.
In Canada, protection from racial discrimination is protected by law, but there are no such
protections for discrimination based on language or accent. In one case, a man who spoke

3

A cloze test is a test where test takers are given a text where words or phrases are omitted, and the test taker must
supply the missing words.
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English with a Polish accent was fired from a teaching job because of concerns about his speech
from the school board. In the end, the school board was unable to prove that his accent impeded
his ability to teach, and he won the case. In another case, a woman with a Cree accent called to
request information about renting an apartment and was told that the apartment was no longer
available. When she asked her friend who was a native speaker of English to call, the friend was
told that the apartment was available. In a similar incident, an Iranian refugee called about an
advertised job and was told the positions were filled; however, when a native-speaking friend
called, the friend was told that jobs were still available.
Finally, Munro (2003) also described cases regarding harassment due to accent. In one
case, a woman with a Yugoslavian accent worked for a company for fourteen years but was
continuously harassed and teased regarding her accent. Given her strong employment record, it
was clear that her communication skills did not hinder her job performance. While many of the
accused in these cases argued that the reason for their actions was that the speakers were
incompetent English users, Munro (2003) argues that “an objection to accents on the grounds
that they are unintelligible may sometimes have more to do with an unwillingness to
accommodate differences in one’s interlocutors than with a genuine concern about
comprehension” (p. 40). Munro’s study provides an important foundation to my project in
providing evidence that accent discrimination has significant effects on the lives of multilingual
speakers and that complaints about accent are not just about someone’s ability to communicate
clearly, but also about a community’s unwillingness to listen to someone who speaks English
differently.
While Munro’s study considered perceptions of non-native speakers by native speakers,
Derwing (2003) conducted a study to examine non-native speaking students’ perceptions of their
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own accents and how those accents might affect interactions with native speakers. Her study
found that 53% of students felt that pronunciation caused communication problems. While most
students did not think they had been discriminated against because of their accents, they agreed
that they would be respected more if they spoke like native English speakers. This study shows
that students felt that accent had a significant effect on status and position in their communities,
which, though not analyzed in Derwing’s study, would have an important impact on identity.
Students seemed to place the blame on communication problems on their own “pronunciation.”
While it might be argued that language learners prefer a native accent to a non-native
accent for simple reasons of intelligibility, a study by Scales et al (2006) refutes this position. In
their study, they considered language learners’ perceptions of accent of domestic and
international students at a large northwestern U.S. university. They created recordings of a
textbook reading given by four speakers of English: one non-native speaker with a Chinese
accent, one non-native speaker with a Mexican accent, a native speaker with a U.S. accent, and a
native speaker with a British accent. They asked participants to listen to the recordings and to
attempt to identify native and non-native accents and possible countries of origin for the
speakers. They found that: “Although more than half (62%) of the learners stated that their goal
was to sound like a native speaker, only 29% were able to correctly identify the U.S. accent” (p.
715). While the authors of this study contextualized their work in ESL teaching and
pronunciation, their study gives important insight into the link between race and language. When
the participants could not see speakers, they were not able to rely on racial bias to identify who
was native and who was not. A striking example of this was given with one participant, Marta:
“who commented that her Asian classmates in her intensive English program were difficult to
understand. Yet in doing our blind task she chose the Chinese accent as easiest to understand and
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the one she liked most’” (p. 734). For non-native speakers, a preference for native-speaking
accents is clearly more complex than issues of intelligibility.
Kang, Rubin, and Lindemann’s (2015) study of native-speaking undergraduate students’
perceptions of international teaching assistants’ accents offered a more hopeful outlook on accent
discrimination. In this study, native English-speaking undergraduate students in a U.S. university
were asked to evaluate the speech of non-native English-speaking teaching assistants in a preand post- test. In between the two tests, some of the undergraduate students were invited to
participate in specially structured group activities or games with non-native English-speaking
teaching assistants. They found that the undergraduate students who participated in the activities
changed their evaluations of the teaching assistants’ speech in the post tests. They also ranked
them higher in their general teaching effectiveness. One particularly significant finding about
this study was that the activities or training period for undergraduate students was only one hour,
which showed that even a very brief exchange between native English-speaking students and
non-native English-speaking teaching assistants could have a significant effect on accent
discrimination reduction.
While the studies on accent shared in this section consider spoken accent, the concept of
written accent is an important conversation in the field of composition. Issues of language justice
and equity have a significant history in the field of composition and rhetoric dating back to the
1960s and 70s, when questions around access to education became a concern of social and civil
rights, which led to such changes as the turn to open admissions in New York state universities.
With this shift, university student populations quickly became more diverse, and differences in
language led to reflections on the concept of Standard Written English and its place in the
composition classroom. In light of these concerns, the Conference on College Composition and
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Communication (CCCC) organized a Language Policy Committee to explore the issue of
language difference in writing classrooms, resulting in the controversial and groundbreaking
1974 resolution, “Students’ Right to Their Own Language” (SRTOL). The policy, in powerful
terms, proclaimed the right of all students to compose and participate in the classroom in their
own language. The philosophy behind the statement considered the importance of tolerance for
language difference in the classroom. It stated “the claim that any one dialect is unacceptable
amounts to an attempt of one social group to exert its dominance over another. Such a claim
leads to false advice for speakers and writers, and immoral advice for humans” (p. 4). The
statement challenged the widespread notion that non-standard dialects were somehow inferior to
Standard Written English, arguing towards practices that would make space for language
difference in composition pedagogy. Further, the statement recognized and highlighted the
political nature of any language policy that suppressed the language practices of some students.
While the SRTOL resolution led to increased attention to language difference, its practical effect
on composition proved to be less than revolutionary. In 1995, more than twenty years after the
resolution, Geneva Smitherman blamed a lack of practical applications of the resolution’s
philosophy for the dearth of implementation in composition. She said “Let us recall the cause
was just if the methods were awkward” (p. 22). Nearly twenty years later, others in the field of
composition had similar concerns that were voiced under the umbrella of translingualism.
Translingualism (Horner et al, 2011) has its roots in the Students’ Right to their Own
Language movement. Like the SRTOL, translingualism also concerns itself with the injustice of
privileging Standard Written English over all other dialects and languages, but goes further in
suggesting that not only are all dialects and languages equal in value to Standard Written
English, they are assets in writing and communication. And most importantly, in connection to
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this study, it recognizes that language and identity are closely tied. Canagarajah (2013) builds on
the concept of translingualism to suggest that codemeshing between dialects and languages
allows students to better express their identities. Valuing students’ linguistic resources allows for
empowered student identities.
Though translingualism was widely praised in Composition Studies; there was significant
push back from scholars in second language writing. Matsuda (2014) cautioned against the
seemingly uncritical reception of translingualism in Composition, arguing that it could lead to a
superficial relationship with language difference, resulting in “linguistic tourism,” which has the
capacity to lead students and teachers to exoticize language difference, creating a fascination
with language without a deeper understanding and appreciation of how it differs, and how those
differences can enhance communication and embody identity. Shapiro, Cox, Shuck, and Simnitt
(2016) argued that translingualism blurs lines between language development and language
difference, leading to a move away from language instruction. Further, without language
instruction, and in the case of ESL students, instructors may not be helping students to develop
as English users and to achieve their academic and career goals. While there is still much to be
learned about the practice of translingualism, the theory brings attention to the importance of
language, race, and pedagogy draws attention to and challenges the structural racism embedded
in the teaching of writing. This dissertation considers multilingual students’ perceptions of how
language difference in writing affects their position in the college-level classroom and how
faculty members’ policies around Standard Written English and perceptions of “good writing”
impact multilingual students’ identities.
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The Current Dissertation
In addition to the literature reviewed in this chapter, my dissertation project has been
inspired and influenced by some of my experiences in teaching the English language to
multilingual learners for the last 14 years. For example, one of these experiences occurred a few
years into my career as a college-level ESL instructor, when I was invited to a meeting requested
by a tenured faculty member in the English department at my university. He had requested the
meeting due to concerns about the writing skills of a particular international multilingual student
in his class, and more generally, of the English language skills of all international multilingual
students at the university. I arrived early and sat beside my supervisor, the Director of ESL, who
asked me to the meeting because of my specialization in second language writing. I was keenly
aware of my status in the meeting as a non-tenure track contingent faculty member in ESL, a
field often not recognized as a legitimate academic pursuit (Vandrick, 2009). In the meeting, the
English faculty member shared his concerns about a Chinese student in his class who was
“brilliant,” but a “terrible writer.” The other ESL professionals and I attempted to advocate for
the Chinese student and to examine the professor’s concerns. Throughout the meeting, the
English faculty member kept returning to a former multilingual student as an example of what a
successful international student should be. That student had met his expectations, succeeded in
his class; that student embodied the narrative of a model international multilingual student,
which became a weapon the faculty member used against his current student.
It is sometimes easier to recognize these prejudices in faculty outside of ESL, but ESL
professionals are certainly not immune to bias. Narratives of model multilingual students exist
within the field of TESOL as well; the multilingual students who fit these narratives enjoy
academic success and a higher, if, in many ways, still second-class, position within English
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academic communities. However, while it seems that faculty, in and out of ESL, are praising
students for their hard work in learning English, there are factors of gender, race, and accent that
are not accounted for, which complicate these narratives in important ways. This study examines
that narrative and its effects on international multilingual students and considers the ways in
which racism may be encoded in discussions of language abilities. Overall, my dissertation
addresses the following research questions:
•

How does the academic community narrate and construct the identities of multilingual
students in classrooms and on campus? (Chapter 3)

•

How do college-level multilingual writers narrate their identities in relation to language
learning, race, and accent? Do students perceive the host academic community as
privileging certain accents or races when it comes to classroom performance and
academic writing? (Chapter 4)

•

How do college-level multilingual writers narrate their identities in relation to university
community acceptance around the intersectionality between race/ethnicity and
gender? (Chapter 4)

In asking these questions, I seek to understand how the narrative of the ideal international
student is constructed and how racial, linguistic, and gender identities are shaped by it.
Chapter 1 of this project has strived to lay out the various issues and previous studies that
formed the backdrop to the chapters ahead. In Chapter 2, I provide the context and the research
method employed in this dissertation. Chapter 2 also discusses the limitations placed on the
study by the COVID 19 pandemic, as well as the effects on the international multilingual student
body at Northern University, including the participants in this study. Chapter 3 provides readers
with the first findings chapter, and it examines the narrative of the ideal international

22

multilingual student at Northern University. In particular, I draw from student and faculty
surveys and interviews to analyze how the ideal international multilingual student is constructed
and the effects this narrative has on students who do not fit this definition. In Chapter 4, the
second findings chapter, I pick up the thread of the ideal international multilingual student in
examining the ways this myth affects students who do appear to fit its definition. Specifically,
Chapter 4 draws from photovoice data, student surveys, interviews, and student writing in order
to analyze the limitations of the myth of the ideal international multilingual student. In particular,
Chapter 4 focuses on the experiences of two international students attempting to weave together
academic and community lives on a college campus while wrestling with these sometimes
implicit and sometimes explicit expectations and racism. Finally, Chapter 5 concludes the
dissertation by summarizing my findings, sharing the implications of this study in the fields of
TESOL and second language writing, as well as suggesting directions for future research.
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CRITICAL REFLECTION: THE RESEARCHER’S POSITIONALITY
As TESOL practitioners, we should engage in daily critical reflections of how our
ideas of race influence what we teach, how we teach it, and how we understand our
students. This should be followed by committed action to confront and eradicate
overt and covert racisms with an understanding that they are intricately connected
with other injustices and that the commitment for action always requires the
awareness of our own racial and other privileges that are both relational and situated
(Kubota & Lin, 2006, p. 488).
When I studied abroad as an undergraduate in Paris, I worked so hard to be like the native
speakers I met in the city. My desire to be like a Parisian had overtaken my whole being, going
far beyond my obsessive pronunciation practice and seeping into my mannerisms, and even my
dress. On one particular day, I had deliberately chosen black pants, not my U.S.-style jeans, and
matched them with the gray coat I had purchased at one of the department stores near Les
Halles and checked my appearance carefully in the mirror before leaving my apartment. So,
when a French woman stopped me on the street to ask for directions to the nearest train station,
my smile was more than friendliness, it was an outward display of victory: she thought I was
Parisian! That I understood her meaning perfectly when she told me she was looking for the
train that crossed the city to Notre Dame was another triumph that I celebrated silently in the
pause before my response.
“Je le connais bien. C’est prés d’ici. Suivez cette rue et puis tournez à droit. Vous allez
voir le gare.” My success in having blended into the Paris streets through my carefully chosen
attire and my well-trained ears perhaps inspired me to speak with more confidence than I
usually would have with a native speaker, but confidence would not be enough. In only those
few words, I lost my credibility with my audience. The woman’s expression dropped when my
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mouth opened, and though she listened and then thanked me, I knew she had not heard me. We
both moved on, and I gave a quick look back over my shoulder to see that the woman had
approached another stranger. I watched his hand gestures send her in the exact same direction I
had indicated.
When I arrived at my destination a few moments later: French class for study abroad
students, I chose a seat at the back of the room and remained silent throughout the class.
This is an anecdote about my experiences of learning to speak my second language that I
sometimes share with students in my English language classes. Experiences like these are part of
the reason why I became an English language teacher and help me to understand the experiences
of my students. When I share this experience, I feel a connection to my students, and they often
respond by sharing some of their own stories. However, I struggle with the idea of laying my
own language learning experiences alongside my students’; I do not want to imply that my own
experiences equate to those of my students. My experience as a young White woman studying
French in Paris may give me a window into the experiences of my students studying English in
the U.S., but it’s a tiny window and pretty blurry.
In the experience described above, my accent was marked as other, but I was also
carrying several privileges as I walked through Paris that day. My white skin and my freshly
purchased clothing allowed me to walk through the city and be accepted as someone who
belonged there. My race and my social class privileged me in this way. Students in my classroom
may or may not carry similar privileges. Students’ physical appearances, genders, and accents
are constructed in complex ways that greatly affect their identities and experiences as language
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learners. It is essential for me and for other White English language teachers to be highly critical
in drawing from our own experiences in relating to our students.
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS
This qualitative study aims to better understand the effects of race, gender, and accent on
international multilingual students’ identities in higher education in the U.S. This project studied
the experiences of five focal student participants triangulated with data from surveys of
university faculty, as well as the larger international multilingual student population.
Specifically, this project was guided by the following questions:
•

How does the academic community narrate and construct the identities of multilingual
students in classrooms and on campus?

•

How do college-level multilingual writers narrate their identities in relation to language
learning, race, and accent? Do students perceive the host academic community as
privileging certain accents or races when it comes to classroom performance and
academic writing?

•

How do college-level multilingual writers narrate their identities in relation to university
community acceptance around the intersectionality between race/ethnicity and gender?
The approach to study is inspired by Norton’s (2000, 2013) work with immigrant

language learners in Canada. Norton’s work with her participants blurred the lines between the
classroom and the social experiences of language learners, recognizing the interconnectivity of
these social and academic worlds. Norton worked closely with five focal participants and studied
their personal circumstances in the context of their genders and social classes in order to
understand the circumstances under which the participants used the English language and the
ways in which they negotiated their identities as English language users in different contexts. In
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my study, I explored students’ experiences in and out of the classroom to better understand the
ways in which students negotiated their identities in different spaces of the university community
in relation to race, gender, and accent. While the participants of Norton’s study were immigrants
who planned to live in the target country (Canada) long term, most of my participants were
international students studying abroad, most of whom expected to return to their countries of
origin within a number of years. Furthermore, the academic courses, co-curricular activities, and
on-campus jobs structured my participants’ lives around the university community whereas the
lives of Norton’s participants were more varied and not connected to the structure of a university
system. While Norton’s participants sought to establish and live out their lives in a large
Canadian city, the participants in my study were working to accomplish their educational goals
in a university community. Despite these important differences, I mirrored Norton’s approach in
focusing in on a few participants in order to better understand the depth and variety of their
experiences and to engage with them more deeply and study the experiences that shape their
identities.
Methods
In this study, I employed photovoice method in conjunction with surveys, semi-structured
interviews, and collection of student writing and faculty teaching materials. In photovoice
method, participants in the study take photos that relate to the issues of concern in the study and
then engage in reflection and interpretation of the photos with the researcher posing questions to
help facilitate the process. In this method, emphasis is placed on the participants’ interpretation
of the photos. Photovoice was first introduced by Wang and Burris in 1994 in their study of the
ordinary daily lives of women in rural China. They developed this method in order to explore
aspects of women’s lives that were taken for granted or unseen and to understand the issues the
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women they studied wanted to address and discuss. According to Liebenberg (2018), photovoice
is a participatory action research (PAR) method that is deeply connected to principles of
feminism and critical pedagogy in that it asks the participants to truly participate in the research
rather than to be objectively studied by the researcher, and through this participation, the power
dynamic between the researcher and the participant is more balanced. In addition, I selected
photovoice knowing that my participants were English language learners and that I did not have
competence in many of the languages they spoke, so there was a possibility for difficulty in
communication. Photovoice offered a method of data collection that was outside of speech and
writing in English. Further, the topics of race, gender, accent, and discrimination were sensitive
topics that could be difficult to discuss, and photovoice facilitated a path into these discussions.
My study examined the way a community constructed the narrative of an ideal international
multilingual student, and photovoice focuses on helping the researcher to view a community
through the eyes of its members.
Impact of COVID 19 Pandemic
I began the data collection for my study in August of 2020 during the COVID 19
Pandemic. The pandemic had significant effects on the international student body, especially
those from Asia, and from China specifically. In January of 2020, as cases of COVID 19 began
to appear outside of China, President Trump banned travel from China to the U.S. for any nonU.S. citizens. In February, many airlines operating in the U.S. began canceling flights to China.
In March of 2020 as COVID cases continued to rise in the U.S., Northern University moved to
remote instruction and asked students to leave their dorms and return to their homes. At that
time, international students could choose to return to their countries of origin to study remotely
or remain on campus in a dorm that was kept open for students who could not return home. All
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international students faced uncertainty and difficulties. Traveling increased the risk of exposure
to COVID 19 and studying remotely from time zones different from the U.S. could mean
meeting for class in the middle of the night or in the very early morning. Students from China
were in a particularly difficult situation. Flights to China were scarce; if the students chose to
return to China, they faced a two-week quarantine alone in a hotel once they arrived, and there
was a real possibility that they would not be allowed to return to the U.S. if the university
reopened. Students feared that, after having completed years of studying, they would be blocked
from returning to campus to finish their degrees. Of the five focal students in my study, 4
students decided to stay on or near campus throughout the pandemic, 1 returned to her country of
origin in the Netherlands.
In August of 2020, rules around visas for international students were in flux. Before the
pandemic, the U.S. government required international students to take most of their classes in a
face-to-face environment rather than online in order to keep track of international students.
During the spring of 2020 when most universities moved to online classes, these requirements
were relaxed, and given that many universities remained fully or partially remote in the fall of
2020, international students expected or hoped that those requirements would remain in flex.
However, on July 6, 2020, the Student and Exchange Visitor Program (SEVP) announced that
international students could not receive or remain on a visa in the U.S. if they were attending
only online classes. While Northern University had chosen to offer some courses online and
others in person, some international students found that the courses they needed to take were
only being offered online and sent them into frantically making decisions about leaving the U.S.
or adding courses they did not need or want to take in order to maintain their visas. On July 14,
the SEVP changed direction and decided to allow international students to take online courses
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while maintaining their visas in the U.S. (Durrani, 2020), but not before causing great stress to
the international student population and creating a sense of instability that left many students
wondering if the SEVP might change their minds again and if and when a new rule might come
to disrupt their lives and educational goals. While the pandemic may have caused many new
students worldwide to choose against studying abroad altogether, the policies of SEVP likely
made the U.S. an even less attractive option for new international students. In the years
preceding my study, the number of international students at Northern University had decreased
due to a variety of international, domestic, and political factors. The international student
enrollment trends at Northern University followed a similar pattern to international enrollment
trends nationally. According to the Institute of International Education Open Doors Report,
international student enrollment increased significantly (7.3%) in 2015-2016 and then remained
mostly stagnant with small yearly increases (0.3%, 0.5%, 1.2%) between 2016 and 2018,
followed by a large drop in enrollment (9.6%) in 2019-2020 (Institute of International Education,
2020). These pre-pandemic decreases in international student enrollment were caused in large
part by U.S. policies under the Trump administration including the 2017 travel ban, which
restricted travel from several Muslim-majority countries, as well as new restrictions on student
visas, and cancelation of some Chinese graduate students’ visas (Anderson & Svrluga, 2018).
During the pandemic, international student enrollment sharply declined. In the fall of 2020,
international student enrollment further decreased (14%) nationally (Institute of International
Education). New international student enrollment in U.S. colleges and universities dropped by
43% in the fall of 2020 (Institute of International Education); in a similar trend, very few new
international students joined Northern University in the fall of 2020.
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The COVID 19 pandemic has also led to a rise in discrimination and hate against Asian
and specifically Chinese people (Ruiz et al, 2021). International students from Asia described
facing COVID-related discrimination in the student surveys. In addition, one of the focal
students from China, Claire, described feeling afraid to leave her apartment due to discrimination
against Asian people. I return to the discussion of hate and discrimination against Asian students
in Chapter 3.
The pandemic had a significant effect on the social lives of international students. In the
interviews I conducted, students often spoke of their experiences before and during the pandemic
as two separate time periods and experiences. The restrictions of the pandemic meant that
students needed to spend the majority of their time with the few other students who lived in their
dorm rooms or apartments, severely limiting their interactions with the larger university
community.
The pandemic also required that I alter my research design. I had initially designed my
study to include face-to-face interviews in order to build rapport with my participants. However,
due to the risk involved in face-to-face conferencing, as well as the fact that many international
students were learning remotely during the pandemic, I decided to conduct all interviews through
video conferencing. While I still feel that I formed positive relationships with the participants,
our connection was certainly limited by not being in the same physical space.
Finally, the pandemic led to difficulties in the photovoice component of my study.
During the summer, students were not allowed to be on campus, so participants could not take
photos until they returned to campus for the fall semester, which led to disruptions in the
interviewing and data collection process. In addition, one of my participants had returned to her
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country of origin. Rather than taking new photos, she shared photos she had taken while she had
lived on campus. Finally, some areas of campus were not accessible to students during the fall
semester, so students could not photograph them freely. In these cases, some of my participants
shared photos they found online rather than photos they took themselves to represent some of the
spaces they had wanted to photograph. While these changes vary from a typical photovoice
approach, they remained faithful to the form in allowing the participants to have control and
choice over the images being shared and they resulted in in-depth discussions of the physical
spaces where international students felt included or excluded on campus. An interesting result of
these variations was that they sometimes led to a more thorough description of the physical
spaces themselves as the participants who shared found photos described what was missing from
the photos and how they would have taken the photo had they been permitted to do so. For
example, one student, Maureen, shared a photo of the Multicultural Student Center from the
Northern University website. The photo was taken at the door looking into the office, and the
student described how she would rather have had the picture show another part of the office
where there were couches for students to sit and where students had put inspirational quotes up
on the wall. She explained how this space represented her feelings of comfort and inclusion
much better than the professional photo at the doorway. Although the pandemic complicated and
limited the photovoice data collection, the variations I described sometimes added depth to the
discussions and reflections of the participants.
Setting
This study took place at a large public university in the northeast of the United States. In
order to protect the identities and privacy of my participants, I have blinded the institution and
have used the name Northern University throughout my chapters as a pseudonym for the
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university. The campus is located in a state that is less racially and linguistically diverse than
other states in the country, and the university is predominantly White. Northern University falls
in line with several other public universities in the Northeast whose student demographics show
a low level of racial diversity with about 80% of students identifying as White. In the fall of
2020, Northern University’s percentage of international students was lower than other major
northeast universities; less than 1% of the student body was made up by international students.
The number of international students at Northern University had been decreasing since a peak of
enrollment in 2017. The largest numbers of international students came from China and India,
with a small number, and in some cases, one student from many other countries. In the larger
university community, female students outnumbered males with about 60% of students
identifying as female and 40% identifying as male. However, within the international student
body, these numbers were flipped with about 60% of students identifying as male and 40%
identifying as female. The most popular major fields for undergraduate international students
included business, engineering, and communications, with students choosing between various
tracks within these departments.
Participants
In this study, I considered the perspectives of international multilingual students, as well
as faculty across the curriculum at Northern University. Participants included 31international
multilingual students who responded to an initial Qualtrics survey regarding their experiences
with race, gender, and accent, 5 of whom also participated in photovoice and semi-structured
interviews, and 22 faculty members who responded to an initial Qualtrics survey regarding their
experiences with and perceptions of international multilingual students, 6 of whom also
participated in follow-up interviews.
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In order to recruit student participants, I asked the International Student Office at
Northern University to send out my recruitment email asking international multilingual students
to complete a survey. The International Student Office has a weekly email with events and other
important information for all international students, and they included information about my
survey and the link for the Qualtrics survey in this announcement for four weeks. In addition, I
sent my survey to faculty who were or who had recently taught ESL courses and asked them to
share my recruitment email with their students. Finally, I sent my recruitment email to former
students from my own courses.
In my recruitment of faculty participants, I focused on faculty from departments that
typically see larger numbers of international multilingual students. I first sent the survey to all
faculty in the ESL Department. Next, I sent the survey to faculty who teach writing courses in
the English Department since first-year writing is a required course for all students and one in
which international multilingual students are frequently enrolled. I sent the survey to several
faculty members and Teaching Assistants in English, focusing on those who had previously
taught the multilingual sections of first-year writing. I then focused on the departments where
most international multilingual students took their major courses. According to data from the
International Students Office, the vast majority of international multilingual students were
majoring in Business, Engineering, and Communications. I sent individualized emails to faculty
in these three departments. 22 faculty members responded to the survey.
Student Participants
In total, I received 31 responses to my student survey. 10 respondents were graduate
students, 19 were undergraduate students, and 2 participants did not indicate whether they were
35

undergraduate or graduate students. In this initial survey, I asked students a series of questions
regarding their experiences with race, gender, and accent on campus. At the end of the survey, I
asked students if they would be willing to continue participation by completing three interviews
and the photovoice component of the study. From the students who responded positively, I
narrowed my participants down to undergraduate multilingual international students. 12
undergraduate students responded positively; however, 2 of those respondents did not include
their contact information. I sent follow-up emails to each of the participants who did provide a
contact email address and received return responses from five students. These five students
became the focal students of the study. Within this group, there were 3 female students and 2
male students. The students’ countries of origin included China, Malaysia, Pakistan, Ghana, and
the Netherlands, and China and the U.S. I have created the pseudonyms Claire, Ibrahim, Abdul,
Marcia, and Maureen for the students to protect their identities and privacy. In selecting
pseudonyms for the students, I chose names that were in line with the ethnicity of the names the
students preferred to be called in our interactions. For example, though Claire’s given name was
Chinese, she asked to be called by an English name in our interactions, so in choosing a
pseudonym, I chose another English name. Likewise, Ibrahim and Abdul’s pseudonyms were
chosen from Islamic texts in keeping with their given names. The five focal students represent a
strong sample of international students at Northern University by including female and male
students and students from varying language backgrounds and countries of origins.
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Table 2.1 Focal Student Participants
Student
Participant

Gender &
Racial Identity

Country or
Countries of
Origin

Years at
Northern
University

Languages

Major

Claire

Female, Asian

China

3-4 Years

Chinese, English

Math

Ibrahim

Male, Brown

Pakistan

0-1 Years

Urdu, Memoni
(Pakastani Caste
Language), French,
English

Mechanical
Engineering

Abdul

Male,
Malaysian

Malaysia

2-3 Years

Malay, English

English/
Journalism

Marcia

Female, HalfGhanian, HalfDutch

Netherlands/
Ghana

0-1 Years

Dutch, German,
French, English

Biomedical
Science

Maureen4

Female, Asian
American

United States

2-3 Years

Mandarin, English

Computer
Science

Faculty Participants
At the end of the Qualtrics survey for faculty, participants were asked if they would be
willing to do a follow-up interview with the researcher. Of the 22 participants, 15 said they
would be willing to do an interview. I reviewed the surveys of these 15 participants and
eliminated those faculty who responded that they rarely worked with international students. I
then sent email requests for interviews to 10 faculty members, 2 from the Communications
Department, 2 from the Business Department, 3 from the English Department, and 3 from the
ESL Department. 6 of the 10 responded to the emails and continued forward to the interview
process including 1 from the Business Department, 2 from the English Department, and 3 from
the ESL Department. All 6 of these faculty members identified as White women, 5 identified as
speaking with a standard English accent, and 1 identified as speaking English with an

4

Maureen is the only student in the study who was born in the United States. She identified as both an
international student and as Asian American, shifting her labels and identities in different contexts (OrtmeierHooper, 2008).

37

international accent. 5 faculty members identified as U.S. citizens, and 1 identified as a resident
of another country and a long-term U.S. resident. I interviewed each of these 6 faculty members
to learn more about their experiences with and perceptions of international multilingual students.
Table 2.2 Faculty Interview Participants
Faculty Participant

Gender & Racial Identities

Languages

Department

Faculty Type

Professor A

Female, White

English

English

Lecturer

Professor B

Female, White

English

ESL

Lecturer

Professor C

Female, White

English

English

Lecturer

Professor D

Female, Caucasian

English, Greek

ESL

Lecturer

Professor E

Female, Caucasian

English

Business

Lecturer

Professor F

Female, White

English

ESL

Lecturer

Data Collection
Data collection took place from August through December of 2020. Data collection included
student and faculty surveys, student and faculty interviews, and collection of faculty teaching
materials and student writing. The Qualtrics surveys for faculty and students were initially
circulated to students and faculty at Northern University in August. Then, student and faculty
participants were contacted for follow-up interviews. Focal student participants engaged in two,
sometimes three, 30-45 minute interviews, while faculty participated in one 25-minute
interview.
•

Student Surveys. My first step in connecting with students was to circulate a Qualtrics
survey gathering international multilingual students’ opinions and experiences related to
issues of gender, accent, and race in the university community. The survey (Appendix A)
was designed using Qualtrics and consisted of 14 questions. The first seven questions
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were designed to gather basic background information on the students including their
status as graduate or undergraduate students, the number of years they had studied at
Northern University, their major course of study, and their gender and racial identities.
The second half of the questions were themed on race, gender and accent. These
questions asked students to define racism and sexism and speak to whether they had
experienced racism, sexism, and/or linguistic discrimination during their time at the
university. For example, question #9 asked broadly, “Have you ever experienced racism
at Northern University?” Participants could answer “Yes. I have experienced racism at
Northern University,” “I am not sure if I have experienced racism at Northern
University,” “No. I have not experienced racism at Northern University,” or “Prefer not
to answer.” Alongside the first two possible responses were blank entry boxes where
participants were asked to explain their responses. The last question was designed to
gather a general impression of the students’ sense of connection to the university
community by asking “In general, do you feel connected to and accepted by the Northern
University community?” 31 participants provided complete responses to the survey.
•

Student Photographs. After the initial student survey, which gathered 31 respondents, 5
focal students were chosen to participate in the photovoice component, as well as the
student interviews. Students were given directions and prompts (Appendix B) for the
photographs and were asked to take photos on or around the Northern University campus.
There were 8 prompts provided, and students were asked to choose 3-5 to respond to. The
prompts asked students to photograph places where they felt comfortable, included, or
uncomfortable and excluded on or around the Northern University campus:
o

Take a photo of your favorite place on or near the Northern University campus.
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o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Take a photo of the place where you feel most comfortable on or near the
Northern University campus.
Take a photo of a place where you feel accepted on or near the Northern
University campus.
Take a photo where you feel excluded on or near the Northern University campus.
Take a photo of a place where you have felt uncomfortable because of your race,
accent, or gender on or near the Northern University campus.
Take a photo of a place where you have experienced discrimination because of
your race, accent, or gender on or near the Northern University campus.
Take a photo of a place that is welcoming to international multilingual students on
or near the Northern University campus.
Take a photo of a place that is unwelcoming to international multilingual students
on or near the Northern University campus.

The photographs that the students provided all featured places on or near the Northern
University campus. While some of the photos do not show any specific features that could
identify the university of the study, many did. In order to blind the institution in reporting my
findings, I have used descriptions of photos in place of actual photos when necessary.
•

Student Interviews. I conducted 2-3 interviews with each participant over the course of
one month. I scheduled the first interview to be about 45 minutes, followed by a second
30-minute interview, and for some participants, a third 30-minute interview. I created
guiding questions for each set of the semi-structured interviews (Appendix C) Some
participants were able to respond to my full set of questions during the time allotted for
interviews 1 and 2, while others needed 3 interviews to answer the questions. Due to
COVID 19, I conducted these interviews through Zoom.
o

The first interview was about 45 minutes and was semi-structured with a prepared
list of questions. The goal of this initial interview was to get to know the students,
their backgrounds, their reasons for learning English and to understand their
perceptions of how their accent affects their interactions with the campus
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community. During this interview, we discussed the photos students had taken in
response to the photo prompts.
o

The second interview was about 30 minutes and was semi-structured with a
prepared list of questions (see Appendix C). The second interview was used to
better understand the student’s sense of identity as a multilingual writer. We also
discussed their racial identities and the effects of those identities on their status
within the campus community.

o

The third interview was about 30 minutes and was semi-structured with questions
about students’ thoughts on gender roles and the effect of gender on their
identities in the Northern University community. I then asked students to consider
the intersections of their racial, linguistic, and gender identities.

•

Faculty Surveys. I circulated a Qualtrics survey to faculty throughout the university to
study faculty’s approaches to working with international multilingual students, as well as
their perceptions of these students’ academic performances. (Appendix D). The survey
was about 20 minutes and was designed to better understand the instructor’s attitudes
towards multilingual international students and whether these attitudes were affected by
race, accent, and gender. The first half of the survey was designed to gather background
information on the faculty members by asking about their role on campus in the hierarchy
of faculty, their department or departments, their gender and racial identities, languages
they speak, and how often they work with international multilingual students in their
classrooms. The second half of the questions were designed to understand faculty
members’ perceptions of international multilingual students, as well as their classroom
practices and policies for this group of students. For example, one question asked: “In
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your opinion, what factors most greatly impact an international multilingual student’s
success in your courses?” I wrote this question with the goal of understanding faculty’s
perceptions of successful or ideal international multilingual students. However, as I
discuss in Chapter 3, the majority of responses discussed the weaknesses and deficits of
international multilingual students. I also asked questions about faculty’s evaluation
practices around the use of Standard Edited American English. For example, I asked
“How important is a student’s ability to write in Standard Edited American English
(SEAE) in your courses? Please explain.” Participants were asked to choose one of the
following: extremely important, very important, moderately important, slightly important,
or “it depends on the course and/or assignment.” In addition, blank entry boxes were
provided for faculty to provide further explanations of their responses. The highest
number of respondents chose “very important.”
•

Faculty Interviews. 6 faculty members from the Business, English, and ESL
departments agreed to participate in follow-up interviews after they completed the faculty
surveys. The faculty members all identified as female and included 6 Lecturers. The
interview was about 20 minutes and was semi-structured with questions about faculty
members’ approaches to working with international multilingual students and their
opinions on how international multilingual students could be successful at Northern
University (Appendix E).

•

Course Materials and Student Writing. I collected course materials from students and
faculty in the form of syllabi, assignment sheets, and students’ completed
assignments/writing samples.
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o

Faculty Materials. I collected syllabi and assignment sheets from the 6 faculty
members who participated in follow-up interviews in order to provide insight into
the instructors’ expectations for student work.

o

Student Materials. I also collected written work from students. During the
interviews, I asked students to talk about a past successful and unsuccessful
writing assignment. After discussing these assignments, I asked students to share
them with me. When possible, I asked students to share versions of their writing
that included instructor comments. These completed assignments helped me to
understand how the student constructed their identity in writing and how
interactions with faculty affected students’ writerly identities.

The data collection in the form of student and faculty surveys, student and faculty
interviews, and collection of faculty teaching materials and student writing were designed to
inform the three research questions for the study.
Figure 2.3. Table Summarizing Data Collection and Connections to Research

Research Questions

Data

Which
Participants?

Chapter

RQ1: How does the academic community
narrate and construct the identities of
multilingual students in classrooms and on
campus?

Faculty and student surveys,
photovoice and student
analysis of photos, interviews
with faculty and student
participants, course materials,
student writing

Student and
Faculty
Participants

Chapter
3
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RQ2: How do college-level multilingual writers
narrate their identities in relation to language
learning, race, and accent? Do students perceive
the host academic community as privileging
certain accents or races when it comes to
classroom performance and academic writing?

Interviews, photovoice and
student analysis of photos,
student surveys

Faculty and
Student
Participants

Chapter
4

RQ 3: How do college-level multilingual writers
narrate their identities in relation to university
community acceptance around the
intersectionality between race/ethnicity and
gender?

Interviews, photovoice and
student analysis of photos,
student surveys

Student
Participants, with
particular focus on
Abdul

Chapter
4

Data Analysis
The data in this qualitative study was analyzed thematically (Glesne, 2016) in order to
recognize themes across the surveys, interviews, course materials, and student writing. King
(2004) highlights the advantages of thematic analysis as being an easily adaptable methodology
that is particularly useful in studying the perspectives of various participants and in analyzing a
large data set. Nowell at al (2017) argue that while thematic analysis is a versatile and useful
approach to qualitative data analysis, the lack of clear structure and procedure associated with
the methodology has led to criticisms of lack of rigor and unreliability of findings in studies
employing this approach. In an effort to clearly define and standardize thematic analysis, Nowell
et al (2017) organize the procedure of thematic analysis into 6 clear-cut phases: familiarization
with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming
themes, and producing the report. This procedure provides clear structure to the task of data
analysis and enabled me to organize my data and identify themes. In Table 2.2, I describe the
steps I followed in my analysis.
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Table 2.4. Thematic Analysis Process
Phase

Description of Analysis

Phase 1:
Familiarization with
the Data

After completing my data collection, I carefully organized my data into folders by type
(survey, interview, course materials, and student writing). I also organized my data into
folders for each focal faculty and student participant. I then re-read and reviewed each
piece of data. After, I wrote a reflection considering initial themes from the data.

Phase 2: Generating
Initial Codes

In phase 2, I reviewed my data with Dr. Ortmeier-Hooper and shared my reflection on
early themes. From here, I developed codes and subcodes to help me categorize and
organize the data. I discuss my codes in more depth in the following section.

Phase 3: Searching
for Themes

In phase 3, I reviewed my coded data in order to consider connections and themes in the
data and re-assess early themes. I began to focus in on themes of the ideal international
multilingual student and themes of exclusion and inclusion.

Phase 4: Reviewing
Themes

In phase 4, I applied my themes to coded sections of my data. I reviewed these themes and
the data with Dr. Ortmeier-Hooper and reassessed my themes and how accurately they
described the data.

Phase 5: Defining
and Naming Themes

In phase 5, I refined my themes to include the ideal international multilingual student and
the failed international multilingual student, exclusion and inclusion, as well as
racialization. I reviewed the data again and developed definitions of these themes.

Phase 6: Producing
the Report

In phase 6, I wrote a detailed report of my data analysis process and findings in the form
of this chapter.

Coding
In order to address my first research question, “How does the academic community
narrate and construct the identities of multilingual students in classrooms and on campus?”, I
first coded the faculty and student surveys and faculty and student interviews to identify places
where students or faculty described their perceptions of international multilingual student
success and then further broke down this code into two subcodes: internal factors and external
factors. I then coded the examples of student writing by identifying faculty comments and then
categorizing those comments into subcodes of comments related to language use and comments
related to content. Finally, I coded the faculty interviews, surveys, course syllabi, assignment
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sheets for references to language policies; I further broke this into two subcodes: prioritizing
Standard Edited American English and prioritizing clear communication.
In order to address my second and third research questions, “How do college-level
multilingual writers narrate their identities in relation to language learning, race, and accent? Do
students perceive the host academic community as privileging certain accents or races, when it
comes to classroom performance and academic writing?” and “How do college-level
multilingual writers narrate their identities in relation to university community acceptance
around the intersectionality between race/ethnicity and gender?”, I coded the student interviews
and student surveys for references to perceptions of race, accent, and gender. I further broke
down this category into the subcodes of race, spoken accent, written accent, and gender. I
describe these codes in more depth and provide examples in Table 2.3.
Table 2.5. Research Codes
Code

1. Perceptions of
International
Multilingual Student
Success/Failure

Description

Example

Subcode

1a. Internal factors

Participant describes internal
characteristics as the cause for
international student academic or
social success or failure in the
university community.

“Ability to understand and keep up
with class materials and
assignments, ability to connect
personally with others in the class,
including the instructor”

Subcode

1b. External factors

Participant describes external
factors as the cause for international
student academic success or failure
in the university community.

“Access to campus resources,
modalities (such as visual and
auditory), opportunity to discuss
progress or answer questions”

Code

2. Faculty Comments
on Student Writing

Description

Example(s)

2a. Comments
addressing language

The instructor comments on the
language used by the student,
positively or negatively.

“Use possessive before a gerund”
“Use present tense”
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Code

Code

2b. Comments
addressing content

The instructor comments on the
content of the student’s writing,
positively or negatively.

“A weak beginning”
“Claudius is NOT the main
character. Hamlet is.”
“Good point!”

3. Language Policies

Description

Example

3a. Prioritizing Standard
Edited American English

Faculty member prioritizes
Standard Edited American English
in pedagogical and grading
practices.

“I need to prepare them to be on par
with domestic students”
“In the more writing intensive
courses it is more important to be
able to achieve a grammatically
correct paper”

3b. Prioritizing clear
communication

Faculty member prioritizes clear
communication in pedagogical and
grading practices.

“It’s their thinking and ideas that
are important to me, not their
grammar. But it is important that
they can make those ideas
understood.”

4. Student Perceptions
of Race, Accent, and
Gender

Description

Example

4a. Describing role of
race in university life

Student describes how race has
affected their academic or social
experiences at the university.

“I have experienced racism at
Northern University...I have been
told that my beard makes me look
dangerous and like a terrorist”

4b. Describing role of
spoken accent in
university life

Student describes how spoken
accent has affected their academic
or social experiences at the
university.

“People have thought less of me is
the general impression I received”
“Was made fun of my accent”

4c. Describing role of
written accent in
university life

Student describes how written
accent has affected their academic
or social experiences at the
university.

“We don’t know how to use words
to describe or adjective words or
adverb, so we use dictionary a lot.
Teacher may ask students ‘what
does this mean?’”

4d. Describing role of
gender in university life

Student describes how gender has
affected their academic or social
experiences at the university.

“In meetings I was treated
differently than my male peers”

Limitations and Subjectivity
This study was limited by the COVID 19 pandemic, which caused significant stress and
challenges to the international student population as described earlier in this chapter. Restricted
access to campus placed limitations on the photovoice component of the study, and the shift to
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video conferencing from face-to-face interactions limited and altered the relationship between
the participants and the researcher.
In addition to the challenges imposed by the COVID 19 pandemic, the study was limited
by the number of surveys returned and by the lack of diversity in the faculty surveys and
interviews. 21 of the 22 faculty respondents to the survey listed their racial identities as White,
Caucasian, and/or European, while only one faculty member listed their racial identity as Asian
American. 19 of the respondents identified as female, while only 3 participants identified as
male. All six of the faculty interview participants were White women. In order to better
understand the perceptions of faculty of color and male faculty members, future studies could
focus recruitment efforts on obtaining a more diverse sample in regard to racial and gender
identities.
My subjectivity as a White female researcher is also a limitation of this study. In her
study of the racialization of ESOL teachers, Motha (2006) argues that “Any discussion of the
connections between ESOL students’ racial identity and their linguistic minority status
consequently needs to include attention to their teachers’ racial identities” (496). While Motha
writes of teachers’ racial and linguistic status, I believe her point carries as much weight in
considering the role of researchers.
In recognizing the limitations of my positionality, I have made efforts to expand the
perspective of this dissertation. I have benefitted greatly from reading the scholarship of many
scholars of color and multilingual scholars whose work is cited throughout this dissertation;
these scholars have challenged my thinking and understanding of issues of race, gender, and
accent. I was conscious of reading and citing the work of scholars of color and multilingual
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scholars whose perspectives helped me to recognize the blind spots in my own. Further, I was
cognizant of including studies published in international journals as well as U.S.-based journals
in order to be more inclusive of voices of scholars working outside of the U.S. I found this to be
particularly important and helpful in considering past studies with groups of Chinese students.
While I found fewer studies focusing on Chinese students studying in the U.S., I found several
studies regarding Chinese students studying outside the U.S. in international journals, mainly
from scholars working within China.
I was also aware of the limitations of my positionality as I interviewed the five focal
students in my study. First, the use of photovoice was instrumental in giving students a lens and
power over of the study. Seeing the photos that students shared and discussing the emotions and
memories those photos inspired really helped me to understand the students’ lives on campus and
the spaces where they felt comfortable or uncomfortable. This tool facilitated discussions on the
sensitive topics of race, gender, and accent.
During the student interviews, I employed a few strategies in to make sure that I
understood what students were telling me and how they wanted to convey their stories. I would
ask follow-up questions to help clarify points, and I would sometimes rephrase students’ stories
in my own words how and ask “Is that right? Am I understanding that correctly?” By asking
these questions, I tried to establish a rapport with students where they felt comfortable to correct
me or add further explanation to help me understand their meaning. In addition, I listened to the
interview recordings several times and performed transcriptions myself. In listening repeatedly
and closely in order to transcribe, I was able to hear and recognize things on a second or third
listen that I had not heard during the initial interview. Through these strategies, I attempted to
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gain a clearer understanding of students’ experiences and how they chose to represent those
experiences.
My job as an ESOL researcher is to understand my participants as best I can, but I cannot
put myself in their shoes, and there is a danger in believing I can. Throughout the course of
researching and writing this study on race, gender, and accent, and throughout my 14 years of
teaching ESL, I have struggled with my position as a White woman who speaks a dominant U.S.
dialect of English in doing this kind of work and asking these kinds of questions. From my
position, can I offer anything valuable to the scholarly discussion on accent, race, and gender?
I had this question on my mind when I recently attended a webinar on diversity, equity,
and inclusion in composition where four scholars with expertise in this domain shared their
research. Two of the scholars on the panel focused on issues of race in Composition, and I was
fascinated and challenged by their presentations. One scholar in particular, Dr. Carmen Kynard,
who studies race, language, and Composition (Kynard, 2013) spoke with slight frustration about
the number of scholars who had suddenly entered the conversation on race in the wake of the
George Floyd killing and subsequent protests. If I understood her correctly, her concern was with
scholars who both felt that they were able to be competent in the conversation though they had
not done so before and that their work did not result in any tangible change or improvement for
students of color. In this situation, the question becomes who does this work benefit? In
particular, if a White scholar researches and writes on issues of race, and is published and
garners prestige from their work, but that work does not impact the experience of people of
color, then it reinscribes the very racism they purport to be fighting against.
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This webinar, and in particular, Dr. Kynard, challenged me to consider my own reasons
for engaging with this work. Her presentation reminded me of the critical reflection of Stephanie
Vandrick (2009) who carefully considered the role of colonialism and the effect of her particular
history as a child missionary in her work as an English language teacher. She recounted living
amongst Indian children and never questioning why she had more than they did or why she did
not see them as true peers or friends; this inequality and separation seemed natural, and when she
decided to become an English language teacher, it also seemed natural that she should inhabit a
position of power in the classroom and bestow the gift of the English language on her students.
She is cognizant that through her experiences, family, and culture, she had developed
unconscious biases that had led her to equate the English language and Whiteness with
superiority, and through her work she challenges herself to uncover and combat these
assumptions. This critical reflection must be ongoing for teachers and researchers of TESOL.
Dr. Kynard also challenged me to ask the question: who does this work benefit? I
recognize that this dissertation does benefit me. It allows me to complete my Ph.D., which opens
the door to a teaching position at a university, which will benefit me and my family financially.
However, my hope is that this study can have a positive impact on English language learners. In
working towards this goal, I am inspired by the work of Motha and Lin (2014) whose powerful
article on desire in TESOL ends with highly practical suggestions for how to engage with the
concept of desire in a way that could improve the pedagogy of English language teachers and
highly improve the experiences of multilingual students. In this article, Motha and Lin (2014)
consider the concept of desire in relation to English language learning. They explore how the
English language serves as an object of desire and the ways in which that object is intertwined
with the image of a White native speaker. They go on to describe how this desire and this image
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harms language learners by setting goals of speaking with a native accent rather than on
communication. Though this article is theoretical in nature, Motha and Lin bring it to practice in
the end of their article. They offer practical suggestions to engage student teachers of ESOL or
students of ESOL in critical pedagogy, helping them to dismantle and disentangle desire for the
English language from the image of a White native speaker. In short, there is a clear line
between Motha and Lin’s scholarship and benefits for multilingual students. In this study, I hope
to draw that same line. In the following pages, I share my findings from this study, which
culminate in the conclusion where I offer practical suggestions derived from the study that can
benefit multilingual students in higher education.
In Chapter 3, I begin to share the threads of narrative by examining the university
community’s perceptions of successful and unsuccessful international multilingual students and
how these perceptions serve to construct the ideal international multilingual student, as well as
the weak international multilingual student. I draw from the data from student and faculty
surveys, as well as student and faculty interviews to demonstrate how the narrative of the ideal
international multilingual student is constructed and reified by the university and then share the
counterexample of the international Chinese student, who is constructed as the weak
international multilingual student. I argue that the narrative of the ideal international student
causes significant damage to the students who do not fit the definition and that faculty in ESL
and across the curriculum must work harder to recognize racial and linguistic biases that
reinforce this harmful narrative.

52

MEET CLAIRE
Claire is a kind, thoughtful, and hardworking international student majoring in math, who
was in her final semester of her senior year during the time of the study. Although Claire was
never a student in my classroom, I had worked closely with her in two international student clubs
that I advised. I had observed Claire to be outgoing and bubbly in speaking with her friends in
the club and with me and the other advisors, but a bit quieter and more withdrawn in situations
where she was meeting new people. She did not feel that her English writing skills were very
strong, and she felt that she spoke and wrote with a Chinese accent.
Claire learned to speak English when she entered primary school in China, as it was one
of the subjects that all students in the school studied. She believes she was about seven years old
when she first “touched the English.” She did not really enjoy learning English, as she felt
disconnected from it and did not see a clear purpose or motivation for learning. Her parents did
not speak English, so all learning took place at school. She recounted feeling pressure from her
parents and her teachers to learn English because they saw it as a useful language that could help
her in a future career, but as a young child, it was hard for her to understand that. Further, she felt
that the way she learned English was also demotivating. She remembered being taught to
memorize the spelling of words without knowing their meaning and being tested on those
spellings each week.
Claire did not feel she had much choice in choosing to study at Northern University.
Because of her test scores in China, she was very limited in her options for university study
there, and so her parents encouraged her to study in the U.S. where more opportunities might be
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available to her. She worked with an agent who helped her to select Northern University. The
agent told her that the campus was safe and that there were few other Chinese students, so she
would have many opportunities to practice speaking English.
Claire has made friends with other international students, mostly other Chinese female
students. She avoids talking with male Chinese students because she is afraid they will think she
is talking to them because she is interested in them romantically, and she does not want that. She
also says that she has trouble making friends with U.S. students because she is not sure how to
approach them and maintain a conversation. Claire also feels connected to some faculty and staff
on campus. She named her advisor, her former ESL teacher, and myself as people she feels
connected to. She was grateful to have an advisor who was an immigrant from China and who
empathized with her regarding difficulties created by U.S. policies for international students. She
felt comforted in knowing her advisor understood the stress these policies created for her and her
peers. She felt connected to her former ESL teacher and myself because she felt free to share her
opinions with us and not be judged and that that talking with us felt “nice.”
Despite having passed many writing assignments in her courses and being close to
graduation, Claire felt that she was not a strong writer. She explained that she felt that it was
difficult for her to write the way she felt she needed to at Northern University. When she talked
about writing, she said she was “not used to this way, not like how you guys write.” When I
asked about past writing assignments that she enjoyed or that felt successful, she said that she
enjoyed writing persuasive essays because they had a very clear structure of presenting
arguments and counterarguments, and she said that she found it easy to persuade people. She
described one past writing assignment in both a positive and negative light. She had written an
essay about China’s one child policy in her ESL class, and she talked about the positive
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experience of conferencing with her ESL teacher who both challenged her perspective by asking
questions she had not considered, but also met her ideas with respect. Claire appreciated the way
her teacher talked with her about the essay, but she also said that she did not feel proud of the
essay and that it was ultimately unsuccessful. She did not want to write about such a
controversial cross-cultural topic again.
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MEET MAUREEN
Maureen is a friendly student majoring in Computer Science at Northern University. I
first met Maureen when she volunteered to be part of this dissertation study. She had taken
leadership roles through the International Student Office, and one of my colleagues there had
shared the information about the study with her.
Maureen was born in the United States to parents who spoke exclusively Mandarin in the
home. She believes that she may have learned some English words or phrases as a young child
from her exposure to the English-speaking community she lived in; however, she recognizes her
entrance into school as her true start towards learning English. She had ESL support from her
entrance into preschool until the end of middle school. She remembers not liking ESL or school
at first because she felt lost and did not really understand what was going on at times. However,
from her perspective now, she recognizes the value of the ESL services she received. She credits
her ESL experience with improving her grammar and speech and helping her with her reading.
She identified reading as one of her greatest struggles and felt that the ESL teaching helped to
break down and simplify the process of reading long chunks of text.
At Northern University, Maureen felt connected and had formed friendships with people
who were “open to diverse friends.” She explained that some people were open to and interested
in learning about people with diverse backgrounds, while others were not. She felt her friends
were members of the former group and that she could not really form friendships with people of
the latter group. She explained that in her hometown, a small town in the northeast, she had not
been able to form many lasting friendships because the people there seemed closed off.
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However, at Northern University, she had been able to make friends with people of diverse
backgrounds who were open to trying new things and stepping out of their comfort zones. She
laughed when she explained that she had bonded with friends over trying new foods. She further
explained that while her friend group contained students from diverse backgrounds different
from her own, they shared some similar experiences of encountering discrimination and
microaggressions within the campus community.
When I asked Maureen to share a piece of writing that she considered to be successful,
she shared her personal narrative essay from her first-year writing course. The essay is titled
“What is being a True Asian?” and she divided it into sections considering prevalent stereotypes
about Asian people including “True Asians are Hidden Geniuses,” “True Asians are Made in
China,” “True Asians Know How to Fight,” and “True Asians Grew up in Strict Families.” In
each section, she explored how these stereotypes had been applied to her, how they had affected
her, and then challenged these stereotypes by describing and defining herself against them.
Maureen’s personal essay demonstrates a heightened awareness of how her race impacts her
place within U.S. society and within Northern University, as well as her resistance to
discrimination and resilience in her identity.
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CHAPTER 3: THE MYTH OF THE IDEAL INTERNATIONAL MULTILINGUAL STUDENT
(AND THE INHERENT PROBLEM FOR STUDENTS WHO DON’T FIT THAT MYTH)
In Chapter 1, I shared the story of a faculty meeting where a professor in the English
department complained about an international multilingual student in his class whom he felt was
very smart, but a “terrible writer.” My colleague felt conflicted about whether or not the student
should pass his class and what it would mean to grant an English degree from our university to
such a student. In this discussion, my colleague frequently held up the example of another
international student whom he had worked with in the past as an ideal international multilingual
student, one who had met his expectations in his class and who deserved to pass and earn her
degree; this was the type of international multilingual student we should embrace at our
university. This meeting was memorable for me as it was one of my first experiences in trying to
advocate for ESL students with colleagues outside of my discipline. It was enlightening to learn
about my colleague’s expectations for international multilingual students and the consequences
for students who did not meet those expectations. However, it was certainly not the first time I
had encountered the narrative of the ideal international multilingual student.
Within the ESL Department, we often had discussions where certain students, or groups
of students were held up as the ideal. Like my colleague in English literature, we in ESL held up
these students as role models for other students and for our own beliefs of who international
multilingual students should be in our classrooms and on the university campus. I have also seen
similar depictions within the larger field of TESOL as well. At a recent TESOL conference in
New England, two presenters shared their work on efforts they had made to help international
multilingual students integrate into a university community. Teachers in the room shared stories
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of their ideal students who had succeeded in connecting with U.S. peers and faculty; the
undercurrent of these stories was frustration that the other students had not done the same. These
narratives of ideal multilingual students had and continue to have significant impacts on
international multilingual students’ identities and status in academic communities.
In this chapter, I draw from student and faculty surveys, as well as student and faculty
interviews in order to describe the narrative of the ideal international multilingual student within
the context of the university of my study, and the consequences for those students who do not fit
this definition. In my analysis of student and faculty surveys and interviews, I argue that the
narrative of the ideal international multilingual student serves as a foundation to the social
construct created by faculty, the institution, and the larger U.S. culture, that international
multilingual students have the power to earn social acceptance in the university as if the
university campus functions as a meritocracy, rewarding hard-working students with academic
and social success, independent of inequalities or discrimination within the institution and
community.
I then focus in on the specific context of the university of my study to examine the effects
of the narrative of the ideal international multilingual student on students (specifically the
situation of Chinese international students at NU) who do not fit this myth. At Northern
University, there is a pervasive narrative of international Chinese students as unmotivated,
lacking English language skills, and self-isolating at the university. I argue that this narrative
serves as a definition of contrast to the construct of the ideal international multilingual student
who is hard-working, has strong English language skills, and pushes themselves out of their
comfort zone to engage with U.S. students and faculty. Further, I explore how the model
minority myth and the Chinese international students’ perceived wealth serve to blind faculty
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and students to the effects of discrimination against international Chinese students studying in
U.S. contexts, like Northern University. Throughout the chapter, I draw from faculty surveys, as
well as student and faculty interviews.
Defining the Good Language Learner: The Myth of the Model Minority
The idea of the good language learner is an important concept that has been explored in
language education and TESOL. Naiman et al (1978) studied the characteristics and language
learning strategies of successful language learners in their influential text The Good Language
Learner. This text was foundational to the idea that studying the characteristics, personalities,
and learning strategies of successful individual language learners could help to inform language
pedagogy. In the years following the publication of The Good Language Learner, several more
studies were conducted to examine the characteristics of successful language learners (Bailey,
1983; Saville-Troike, 1988; Chamot & O’Malley, 1994). In 2001, Norton and Toohey challenged
previous studies by taking a historical look at the representation of the “good language learner”
in the fields of language education and TESOL to argue that past studies considered only the
internal characteristics of the learners and not the social factors that facilitated or hindered
language learner success. Their study looked at two successful language learners, putting internal
and external factors into discussion. Their study, however, did not delve into issues of race, but
hinted at this as a future direction for research. They concluded their article by considering how
race, gender, and other identities could have impacted their study, “We wonder what data we
would have collected had Eva and Julie not been blonde and white-skinned, slim, able-bodied,
well dressed, and attractive to Western eyes” (318). Racial factors most certainly play a part in
the construction of the “good language learner,” which is a focus of my study, and through my
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findings, I argue that they also play an important role in the construction of the “weak language
learner.”
The way that race factors into the construction of the ideal multilingual student can be
complex and context dependent. Quach, Jo, and Urrietta (2009) interviewed nine generation 1.5
Asian American students in public secondary schools in North Carolina where there were few or
no other Asian students to better understand the students’ experiences of identity negotiation.
They found that the Asian American students frequently encountered racism in their schools,
often from their teachers, “Teachers themselves were often the bearers and transmitters of this
persistent racist practice” (131). The racism students experienced from their teachers sometimes
came in the form of explicitly racist comments, but at other times came in the form of pressure to
learn English and clearly privileging English as superior to the Asian languages students spoke in
their homes. However, though students faced discrimination, they were simultaneously defined
as the model minority due to perceptions of economic and educational success among Asian
Americans in general. In the context of these North Carolina schools, the Asian American
students were constructed as ideal multilingual students.
The model minority myth depicts Asian Americans as model immigrants who have
gained educational and financial success in the United States through hard work and dedication.
Stereotypes of Asian Americans being good at math, being top students, being well-behaved, and
being financially successful are also associated with this myth. While the model minority myth
presents as a narrative that honors Asians living in the United States, its history and role in U.S.
society is much more complex. Osajima (2005) argues that the construction of Asian Americans
as the model minority originated in political attempts to discount civil rights movements largely
led by Black Americans. Osajima dates the origin of the myth to a 1966 article written by
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William Petersen in New York Times Magazine, which described and lauded Japanese Americans
for their ability to overcome adversity and integrate into mainstream American life (p. 449).
Several more articles from other writers and publications followed praising Asian Americans for
their success constructing a “direct link between traditional Asian cultural values and subsequent
achievement in education and occupations” (p. 450). Osajima describes how this depiction
contrasted starkly with previous negative depictions, particularly of Japanese and Chinese
Americans, and was constructed because it “diffused black militants’ claim that America was
fundamentally a racist society, structured to keep minorities in a subordinate position” (p. 450).
In the years since 1966, the Asian American as model minority has been a persistent cultural
narrative despite heavy criticism. The belief that Asian Americans are highly successful in
education and in the workplace and therefore experience less discrimination or work hard to
overcome discrimination is widespread in the U.S. This myth has wide-ranging effects and
functions in complex ways to reify racism. I argue in this chapter that the model minority myth
significantly impacts the perceptions of Chinese international students in the campus
community.
The Ideal Multilingual Student at Northern University
In this section, I share findings from my study to demonstrate how the narrative of the
ideal multilingual student is constructed within the context of Northern University. I draw from
responses gathered in faculty surveys, as well as data from faculty and student interviews.
The faculty surveys provided rich data connected to perceptions of successful and weak
international multilingual students. In the faculty survey, I asked “In your opinion, what factors
most greatly impact an international multilingual student's success in your courses?” Of the 22
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respondents, only two responded that they were not sure what factors impacted international
students’ success. In analyzing the twenty remaining responses, I employed two codes: internal
factors and external factors. I applied the internal factors code to any responses that mentioned
the international student’s abilities or effort as factors for success in the classroom, and I applied
the external factor code to any responses that mentioned external factors such as teacher or
institutional support as factors for student success. In Table 3.1, I share a few examples of
responses that were coded as internal factors or external factors. Of these responses, 14 included
only internal factors, 3 included only external factors, and 2 included a mix of both internal and
external factors5. Graph 3.1 shows the breakdown of these categories.
Table 3.1. Internal and External Factor Codes
Internal factors

External factors

“English language skills”

“Establishing a relationship with the student to get to know them so
they are comfortable in approaching me if they encounter difficulties,
making sure the learning environment is supportive and not
threatening”

“Language confidence”

“Membership in classroom community, access to campus resources,
modalities (such as visual and auditory), opportunity to discuss progress
and answer questions”

“Motivation to learn and intellectual
curiosity are the most important
factors”

“The vocabulary used in statistics is not typical conversational
vocabulary. I have found that my multilingual students need more help
with the terminology used in the course.”

“Student’s reading level in English”
“Their effort--especially their specific
interest in getting their writing to a
place where they want it to be”

The remaining response did not fit clearly into any category. The respondent replied briefly, “reading workload is
steep.” I inferred that the respondent meant to suggest that a student who could keep up with the difficult reading
load would be successful in the class, but I felt the response was too brief to clearly determine that the respondent
was referring to internal factors.
5
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The 14 responses focusing on internal factors had repeated themes of language ability,
motivation, and confidence. It is interesting that although I phrased my question purposefully
using the term success with the intention of eliciting characteristics of student success or perhaps
stories of successful students, many of the faculty members seemed to answer a different
question: why students were failing in their classes.
I want to pause here because I think this is important. To reiterate, when asked how
international multilingual students can succeed in their classes, most faculty respondents
described reasons why students were failing. Therefore, even when asked to focus on the positive
term success, most faculty respondents described the image of failure. Further, most classified
those reasons for failure as internal characteristics of the students themselves. This paints a
concerning picture of faculty who may expect international multilingual students to fail in their
classes and who do not recognize pedagogical or social factors as having an impact on students’
success.
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Further, some respondents seemed to express frustration with students. For example, one
respondent wrote, “their ability to write in english is very poor. mostly Google translate and it is
rather awful, especially as business students - it is so easy to tell they used a translation device.”
In my 14 years of teaching ESL, I have often heard complaints like this one, both from faculty
across the curriculum and ESL faculty. In my interview with Claire, one of the focal students in
the study whose country of origin is China, she provided the student corresponding experience to
the response from the faculty member. When asked about her experiences in writing for classes,
she spoke of herself and her peers “We don’t know how to use words to describe or adjective
words or adverb, so we use dictionary a lot. Teacher may ask students ‘what does this mean?’”
The frustration underlying the faculty member’s complaint about Google translate is the
unfortunate complement to Claire’s feelings of frustration and incompetence in writing.
In addition to responses focusing on weaknesses in writing, respondents also focused on
other aspects of students’ deficiencies; the term lack was used by multiple respondents, for
example “lack of self confidence with the language.” One respondent used the term lack three
times in their single response, “lack of motivation, lack of exposure to the target language
outside of the classroom, psychological factors such as perfectionism or lack of self-confidence.”
These responses align closely with the concept of deficit thinking, which assumes that "the
student who fails in school does so because of internal deficits or deficiencies. Such deficits
manifest, it is alleged, in limited intellectual abilities, linguistic shortcomings, lack of motivation
to learn and immoral behavior" (Valencia, 1997, p. 2). Here the deficiencies in focus are
language ability and confidence.
Only two of the responses described positive internal factors that students would need to
succeed in the classroom: courage and connection. One respondent said that students would
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succeed if they had, “courage to not remain clustered with the same people coming from the
same country,” while another answered that students need the “ability to connect personally with
others in class, including the instructor.” Again, these responses place the responsibility on the
student and the student’s individual abilities to earn academic and social success.
The responses from these faculty members help readers understand how faculty can
construct the narrative of the ideal international multilingual student described in the opening
pages of this chapter. They promote the ideal student as a person who is confident, has strong
English language abilities (although how exactly that is defined or judged is unclear), and has the
“courage” to build relationships with faculty and students who do not come from their country.
In constructing the ideal international multilingual student, the faculty respondents have
simultaneously constructed the weak international multilingual student. The weak international
multilingual student is not confident, has poor English language abilities, and self-isolates,
connecting and communicating primarily with other students from their country of origin.
These responses from the faculty surveys were reinforced in some of the faculty
interviews, where faculty emphasized the need for students to force themselves out of their
comfort zones. One faculty member explained that the truly successful multilingual students
were the ones who made friends with U.S. peers and who joined the right clubs, not affinity
clubs like the Chinese Student Association, but the “mainstream” clubs where they could meet
U.S. students. Thus, the ideal multilingual student has strong language skills, is confident,
initiates and sustains relationships with U.S. faculty and students, and is careful not to spend too
much time with other students from their country of origin. In the following section, I will
describe how the narrative of the Chinese international student at Northern University serves as a
definition of contrast to the narrative of the ideal international student.
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How a Narrative of Bias (Ideal and Weak International Students) Gets Reinforced: The
Stereotype of the Chinese International Student at Northern University
An important part of the narrative of the Chinese student at Northern University, revealed
in the data of this study, was that Chinese students self-isolate or more simply put, do not make
an effort to form relationships with U.S. students or faculty. This narrative was described by both
faculty and students in interviews. In the survey, faculty members were responding to a question
about how international students could succeed in their classrooms; however, similar comments
were made in the student and faculty interviews regarding international students’ social status on
campus.
The narrative of self-isolating international students was even present in my interviews
with international multilingual students. For example, one of my focal participants, Abdul from
Malaysia, featured in Chapter 4, described his perception of Chinese students self-isolating in
one of his interviews. Abdul described feeling disconnected from Chinese students by
explaining, “There’s like 5% of international students in Northern University, and like 3.8% of
them are from China, so like they all get into groups...because they all kind of stay to themselves.
I’m not sure if I’m supposed to say that, but…” Here, Abdul as an international student who is
not from China, helps to reinforce the narrative of Chinese students as self-isolating. Further, he
places the blame for his lack of connection with students from this group on the Chinese students
themselves.
The narrative rose again in my interview with a fellow ESL faculty member, Professor D.
I had worked alongside this faculty member for several years, and in her interview, she spoke of
our shared history in the ESL Department. Several years earlier, our university had partnered
67

with a private international student recruiting company, which drastically increased the number
of international multilingual students on campus, the vast majority of whom were Chinese.
Professor D described the international multilingual students at the height of enrollment and their
tendency to self-isolate:
Well, you remember when we had, you know, 400-500 plus students, those students
would just stay with one another, they would live in the same area, they would
organize their own parties, they would go on their own outings, which to a certain
extent is very human, we tend to gather with the people we look like or feel like or
we have cultural affinities with, but it also prevented them from, you know, having
to reach out. Umm, and that was, that was, an issue.
Here Professor D rationalizes the tendency of students to self-isolate as “very human” because
“we tend to gather with the people we look like or feel like or have cultural affinities with.” This
rationale certainly seems logical, and may provide at least part of the picture, but is significantly
incomplete. Professor D then goes on to say that the act of self-isolating prevented students from
“having to reach out” to U.S. peers. This narrative places the responsibility on Chinese students
to pursue relationships with U.S. students and does not factor in the effects of discrimination and
bias on such interactions.
Professor D went on to explain how the self-isolation of Chinese students created a “subculture” and the negative effects this had on international multilingual students’ status on
campus. She references the example of a negative event where a racist meme was created and
posted on a popular social media account for Northern University students. The meme was called
the “Jones Starter Pack” after Jones Hall, the building where the majority of ESL classes were
held and where many Chinese students hung out between and after classes. The meme mocked
the Chinese international students by depicting images of items popular with many of these
students including cigarettes, Nike sneakers, baseball caps, and expensive cars. The Jones Starter
Pack meme has since been taken down, but many similar memes across the United States and
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among its college-level student communities higher continue to exist, depicting Chinese
international students. They serve as painful evidence that discrimination against Chinese
students is not unique to Northern University. I have included an example of one such meme that
I found by searching “Chinese International Student meme” in Google (The Chinese
International Starter Pack Meme). The example here differs from the meme that was created at
Northern University but bears some similarities in including expensive cars and clothing. The
image included here also includes a reference to Chinese students associating only with Chinese
students.
Figure 3.2. The Chinese International Starter Pack Meme

The inclusion of the expensive cars and sneakers in the Jones starter pack meme falls in line with
a stereotype of Asian people being over consumers of expensive products (So, 2008). Vandrick
(1995) challenges ESL professionals to consider how class privilege operates within English
language teaching contexts, arguing that “[ESL] students do sometimes experience
discrimination or at least a sense of being outside the mainstream of college life. But clearly
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these problems are balanced and probably outweighed by the students’ privilege” (p. 375). While
many, though not all, international Chinese students do benefit from class privilege, it is exactly
this privilege that is mocked and weaponized against them in the Jones Starter Pack meme.
Further this privilege is then used an excuse for isolating Chinese students on campus.
The perceived wealth of Chinese international students can also be harmful and
frustrating to Chinese students who are not wealthy. In Maureen’s writing sample, she described
how the perceived wealth of Asian people had led others to assume she was a wealthy traveler
rather than a U.S. resident with financial struggles. Maureen employs an interesting choice in her
narration by taking on the perspective of a White U.S. person looking at her and making
assumptions about who she is:
Why else would Asians be here? She wants to travel, that’s a justifiable reason. She
must want to go sightseeing in a small town — which is purely the reason why she
isn’t in some big city like New York or Los Angeles. Or even, Alaska to chase the
northern lights, the places that she actually wants to go and have some sightseeing
value to travel there. She’s a crazy rich Asian. Unlimited funds with high-end
clothes. Not a poor college student with college loans and college debts. She’s not
someone with dreams, but can’t take action on it. She’s not someone who wants to
travel, but don’t have the money for it. She’s not someone who wants to do
something, but there is always things delaying it. She’s a crazy rich, she could spend
money however she like.
Maureen’s choice of perspective here is quite powerful here in that it shows her awareness and
frustration with the way her physical characteristics have been racialized and judged while
simultaneously pushing back against those prejudices against her. Through her writing, she takes
some control and begins to revise the narrative written about her. Further, Maureen’s writing
shows that although she is a U.S. resident who will most likely remain in the U.S. after her
graduation, she is often wrapped up in the same narratives, like the ones represented by the Jones
Starter Pack meme that surround international Chinese students who most often remain in the
U.S. only to complete their university degrees.
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The Jones Starter Pack meme was a harsh blow to many Chinese students at Northern
University who expressed feeling humiliated and angered. In her interview, Professor D
described her opinion of the relationship between the Chinese students’ self-isolating behavior
and the meme:
And the idea of “sub-culture,” I guess that’s my wording. That’s probably more how
it was seen from the outside, Northern University population, you know, when we
had all these issues with the Jones Starter Pack and all that unpleasantness, when
students were seen as, because they were behaving the way they were, because they
were who they were, many of them together, they were seen as an entity that was
other than them. Whether that was true or not, whether that was accurate… (August
2020).
Professor D seems to suggest that by interacting primarily with other Chinese students, the
students had drawn negative attention to themselves. Further, she seems to suggest, perhaps, if
the Chinese students had worked harder to integrate, to force themselves out of their comfort
zones and make friends with U.S. peers, they would not have been stereotyped and mocked by
the Jones Starter Pack meme.
It is somewhat ironic that at a predominantly White institution in a rural area of the
northeast, Chinese students are constructed as self-isolating when according to Orfield,
Frankenburg, Ee, and Kuscera (2014), White students in suburban and rural areas in the United
States, have the least exposure to racial diversity of all U.S. students, “In non-metropolitan areas,
white students show high levels of isolation, which means that they experience very little otherrace exposure in their schools” (p. 14). While Chinese students are critiqued for self-isolating in
the university community, the White students on campus may actually be the most racially
isolated group.
The narrative of Chinese students as self-isolating to their own detriment is pervasive and
continuously reinforced by the university community. At the end of the interview with Professor
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D, she expressed doubt that she had shared any information that would be interesting or new for
my study: “I don’t think mine was groundbreaking, because I think as an ESL teacher, this is
kind of the way we all feel, more or less.” Her assertion here is poignant. The ideas my colleague
expressed in her interview were not unique to her perspective and were ones that I myself have
espoused in the past. They are the kind of ideas that need to be carefully examined and
scrutinized and demonstrate the importance of continuously evaluating and challenging our own
biases.
Unraveling of the Narrative: Exposing “The Courage to Reach Out”
Of all the data collected for this study, one response was particularly striking and it
continues to stay with me. As I shared earlier in the chapter, in the faculty survey, one participant
suggested that international multilingual students could be successful if they had the “courage”
to reach out and interact with their U.S. peers and professors. The word courage cuts. While this
respondent constructs the ideal international multilingual student as courageous or brave, it
simultaneously constructs the non-ideal international multilingual student as cowardly, as weak.
Further, it places the blame on the student for isolation within the university community. It
assumes that with the honorable characteristic of courage, international multilingual students can
achieve social and academic success. It represents a severely limited view of the lives of
international multilingual students at Northern University.
The idea of courage seems simple; however, the lived experiences of international
students complicate this notion. A Chinese student in one of my ESL classes shared a heartwrenching story with me when he arrived in class one Monday morning a few weeks into the
semester. He shared that during the weekend, he was walking back to campus after eating dinner
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in town. While he was walking, a group of a few U.S. male students approached him and said
something to him that he didn’t understand. He noticed that the men were smiling at him, and he
thought they were being friendly, so he asked the U.S. student to repeat what he had said and
when he did, the group of U.S. students erupted in laughter. The Chinese student immediately
realized that he was being made fun of and quickly walked away. When he returned to his dorm,
he asked his friend the meaning of the words the U.S. student had spoken to him and was further
humiliated to learn that the man was making a joke about his genitals. Unfortunately, stories of
discrimination like this one are not unique to Northern University. In a study of international
students’ perceptions of discrimination, Lee and Rice (2007) identified Chinese students as one
of the groups of international students who reported the highest rates of discrimination on
university campuses; students reported experiencing various forms of discrimination from hostile
professors to having U.S. peers throw bottles at them as they walked through campus late at
night. After experiences like the ones described here, how much courage would it take a Chinese
student to engage with U.S. peers the next time around?
When interviewing Claire, I asked her if she felt that some students discriminated against
Chinese students on the Northern University campus, and she replied, “I mean, the first year and
the second year, I feel some, but in my junior year and senior year, I don’t feel anymore.” When
I asked her to explain further, she talked about an experience she had had with another
international student during her first year in the international student orientation:
That’s the ice break event I think. So, they say, “Oh, you like cats or dog? Oh, cat
people here. Dog people here. So people, just like “Oh, okay, I like cats,” “Find a
partner and have conversation.” So, I talk with a, a Korean guy, and he ask me like
“Where you from?” “I’m from China.” And he just like, not look at me, and say
“China, again?” I just like “Yeah, sorry about that we have so Chinese people.” And
then, we don’t have conversation.
I then asked Claire how she felt during this interaction, and she explained:
73

I mean, yeah, we have lot of people, yeah, that’s why you meet a lot of Chinese
people, but that’s not my fault, right? At least you should finish the whole
conversation like ask like what major and something like that and oh have a “nice to
meet you” and the whole conversation, not like you stop here… All the people
beside me, they keep talking, keep talking, I just like, okay, silence…I feel like, I’m
not be respect. I mean, I cannot choose where I born, right and my nationality, and
you, you just don’t want a conversation with me cause I’m Chinese… You have a lot
of Chinese student, you talk with a lot of Chinese student before, but that not means
you cannot respect me and start a conversation with me. That’s how I feel. But at
that time I just feel like okay, you don’t want to talk, I don’t want to talk, okay fine.
Maybe the last Chinese guy you meet did something wrong to me, or something, I
don’t know. But to me, I feel like you not respect me.
Claire has carried this experience with her from her first days at Northern University, and it
clearly still bothers her. The lack of respect she received from her international peer due to her
country of origin frustrated and angered her. However, Claire’s story did not end there. She
explained that later, she encountered the same international student again in her ESL class, and
he said to her “Oh, your English is good,” and she replied triumphantly, “I’m from China.” She
laughed as she recounted this ending to her story.

Discrimination against Chinese students also reaches into other realms of university life.
In my interview with business instructor, Professor E, she described how important it was for
multilingual students to join mainstream clubs in order to gain access to more activities and
opportunities on campus. She gave the example of a prominent business club in the university
that gave students access to meetings with successful alumni and special trainings. Further, she
noted that having the name of the club on a student’s resume could boost their chances of
obtaining a good job after graduation.
However, in order to join the club, students needed to go through a rigorous application
process including written materials and an interview. The club was student run, with students
making all decisions about who would gain admission to the club. Professor E described how she
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recognized that international multilingual students with “poor English skills” were at a
disadvantage because the U.S. students who led the group were often prejudiced against them,
but she encouraged international multilingual students to apply just the same and helped them to
prepare their applications. She gave an example of a Chinese student whom she had helped and
who was rejected twice by the club. Still, he applied again for the third year in a row and was
finally admitted to the club but decided to transfer before joining. “I could have killed him,”
Professor E joked before moving on to describe another Chinese student she is currently
coaching who has been rejected once and who “will probably get rejected again this year.”
Professor E describes working hard and putting in extra time to help Chinese students to
gain access to a club that could greatly improve their experiences at the university and their job
prospects after graduation; she cares about their success and works hard to help her students.
Professor E gives her time and attention to helping the Chinese students to apply again and again
even though she recognizes that they are being discriminated against in the application process.
Focusing on the Chinese students’ hard work and perseverance without challenging the system
of discrimination could reinforce the idea that with hard work, these students can gain
acceptance and have access to all the opportunities on campus. Professor E is not responsible for
the discriminatory actions of the club, nor is she singularly responsible for correcting them.
However, when we, as faculty members, recognize these discriminatory practices and their
harmful effects on our students, we have a responsibility to bring awareness to them and to
challenge them.
Professor E is not alone. The data from my faculty surveys and interviews constructed a
narrative that multilingual students fail because they lack confidence to reach out to U.S. faculty
and students and lack courage to reach out to try to integrate. How much courage does it take to
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keep coming back to a club that has rejected you year after year, at the expense of being
excluded from important opportunities in your major, and is there a limit to how much courage
we can expect students to have when they are faced with discrimination?
While several faculty and students described many spaces on campus where Chinese
students were excluded or discriminated against, students also reported spaces of inclusion and
comfort. As part of the photovoice component of the study, Maureen selected the Multicultural
Student Center as the place on campus where she felt most comfortable:
One of the most like comfortable and like places where I feel more accepted is the
like Multicultural Student Center. And because, it’s a like a free space for everyone
to like come in, and like it, it’s usually like facilitated and like, umm, most like,
diverse, like racially diverse students go there to just like hang out and stuff, and I
feel like, I umm, that’s a place on Northern University that I feel most close to.
Maureen described how the center had spaces for students to hang out and relax and study rooms
to work in. She explained that the center provided free computers and printing and often had free
snacks for students. When I asked her how she felt in the space, she said: “Umm, I just feel like
it’s a like really nice place, like warm place…Umm, like natural, like comfortable.” Clearly, the
Multicultural Student Center is a place where Maureen, a Chinese American student, feels
included and comfortable. It was interesting that Maureen was the only student in the study who
mentioned the Multicultural Student Center. While several others mentioned the International
Students Office, only Maureen brought up the Multicultural Students Center. I asked Maureen
how she became aware of the center or if she could remember how she ended up going there the
first time: “Ummm, I can’t really remember. I think I went there with one of my friends
probably… And they sort of just like know that the Multicultural Student Center is a real cool
place, and I also went there cuz they led me to it.” The Multicultural Student Center seems to be
a great resource and place of comfort to Maureen; however, it seems that it is not on the radar of
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the other students in the study. This seems like a lost opportunity, especially for Chinese students
facing discrimination at Northern University.
In the wake of the COVID 19 pandemic, discrimination and violence against people of
Asian descent has increased, nationally and in the Northern University community. From the
early days of the pandemic, President Trump referred to COVID 19 as “the Chinese Virus” and
“Kung-flu,” which may have incited anger and violence towards people of Asian descent.
Journalists have reported on several high-profile instances of violence against people of Asian
descent, including the tragic killing of six women of Asian descent in Atlanta in March
(McDonnell Nieto del Rio & Sandoval, 2021). These events have put many people on edge.
According to the Pew Research Center, 81% of Asian Americans say they feel that violence
against Asian Americans is increasing in the U.S. (Ruiz et al, 2020 ). Not surprisingly, COVIDrelated discrimination against people of Asian descent has also surfaced in the Northern
University community. In my survey of international multilingual students, Maureen, a focal
Asian American student, shared her experiences of racial discrimination, “When news of
coronavirus outbreak first begin to reach the US around January, there were many false
information being spread around such as ‘COVID is an illness spread by Asians’ or being
questioned if I was healthy as if it was a joke.” The topic of COVID and discrimination against
Asian people also surfaced in student interviews. Ibrahim, a focal student from Pakistan,
described an increase in discrimination against his Chinese peers, “Because of the entire Corona
thing, I think Asian people are getting discriminated a lot...You know, people are calling ‘China
virus,’ and people are blaming Chinese people for bringing it here, or causing it, or being like the
root of it.” Ibrahim explained that although he is Asian, he didn’t feel targeted because “People
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usually associate Asia as Chinese looking.” His comments bear witness to an increase in
discrimination against Chinese students.
Claire spoke powerfully of her experiences of Anti-Asian discrimination during the
study. At the beginning of the pandemic in March, Claire, who was on track to graduate in
December, had to make the difficult decision of returning to China to be with her family and
study remotely or remaining at Northern University in isolation. She feared that if she returned to
China and the university then reopened, that she might not be able to travel back to the U.S. and
would not be able to finish her degree. She chose to remain at Northern University in a dorm
room where she spent her days alone, only leaving to pick up packaged food from the dining hall
for weeks on end. In the fall semester, the university partially reopened with many classes being
offered face-to-face but with the option for any student to study remotely. Initially, Claire was
excited to be able to study in face-to-face classes; however, she soon decided to return to
isolation and to take her classes remotely from her room. She explained that her decision was
made in part due to her fears of contracting the virus from her peers who did not seem to be
taking necessary precautions and that after watching the presidential debates, she felt that China
was represented as a problem country and that it negatively affected her position in the U.S. She
explained that she just wanted to finish her degree, so she could return home. Claire’s last
semester at Northern University was an extremely stressful experience where she felt that in
order to succeed in her educational goals, she needed to withdraw physically from the university,
isolating in her apartment.
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Conclusion
Earlier this year, a story about a Georgetown law professor who made disparaging
remarks about Black students in her classes went viral. The professor was speaking with a
colleague and said: “I hate to say this...I end up having this angst every semester that a lot of my
lower ones are Blacks. Happens almost every semester. And it’s like, oh, come on. You get some
really good ones. But there are also usually some that are just plain at the bottom. It drives me
crazy” (Redden, 2021). This professor was immediately fired from her position, and
condemnation was rapid and widespread. It was easy to recognize her behavior was
reprehensible. I can only imagine what it might be like to be a Black student walking into the
classroom on the first day, to meet a professor who fully expects you to fail. We can clearly
recognize the discrimination present in the story of this law professor but is somehow less
detectable when a faculty member is asked how an international multilingual student can succeed
in the classroom, and the response is a list of all the deficiencies of these kinds of students.
U.S. faculty and students may be blinded to discrimination against Chinese students in
part due to their status as international students/non-U.S. citizens. As international students, these
students are often left out of conversations around racial equality in U.S. universities. Their
position as outsiders seems to separate these students from other minority groups on campus.
Another factor that may blind U.S. faculty and students to discrimination against Chinese
students is their perceived wealth. At Northern University, many Chinese students display signs
of affluence that far exceed that of most U.S. students and faculty. From wildly expensive cars
that many Chinese students drive through campus to the expensive handbags that many students
carry, the narrative of Chinese international students is one of wealth. There may be a sense that
students’ social class inoculates them against discrimination. In a very thinly veiled resentment
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of Chinese student wealth, the Jones Starter Pack meme specifically highlighted the expensive
sneakers and expensive cars that many Chinese students drive, poking fun at the very same items
that could bring prestige to a white student. While class privilege brings prestige to White
students, it is used to mock Chinese students. The meme seemed to suggest that these items were
uncool because they were used by Chinese bodies.
Paradoxically, even in a situation where Asian, particularly Chinese students are
constructed as the opposite of the ideal, the Asian as model minority myth may continue to
function to blind members of the community from recognizing discrimination and the effects of
discrimination against Asian students. Because Asian Americans are largely perceived to be well
accepted and successful in U.S. society, it may seem as though discrimination against people of
Asian descent is less prevalent or less harmful than it might be against other racial groups.
Further, because prevalent stereotypes of Asian people are seemingly positive, it appears that
they are harmless. Faculty and students are less cognizant of their own biases against Asian
people and the harm these biases can inflict. This may be why in an English department meeting
when the news that the university would increase its recruiting of international students, one
faculty member immediately expressed concern that Chinese students might fabricate their test
scores in order to gain acceptance to the university. Other faculty members joined her in
expressing concern before one junior faculty member of color pointed out that it was concerning
that the first reaction to hearing of new Chinese students was a mention of cheating. His point
was quickly dismissed, and the discussion continued.
In the field of TESOL, working with students and colleagues of different races, cultures
and language backgrounds is inherent in the work, which often gives us a heightened
understanding of these issues; however, it may also lead us to believe we are less biased or less
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likely to participate in, produce, or reproduce discriminatory practices in our classrooms and
institutions. Kubota and Lin (2006) argue that “It is vital that our field move beyond its colorblind vision imagining itself to be inherently filled with understanding and sensitivity toward
diverse cultures and people” (p. 488). We should ask ourselves who we hold up as models/ideal
students and what purpose does it serve? How does race, gender, or accent factor into our ideas
of ideal students? What are the consequences for students who do not fit our definition?
The model minority has been used for purposes that benefit White interests. Asian people
have been constructed as model immigrants to belittle other minority groups and challenge the
existence of or downplay the role of racism and discrimination in society. At other times, the
myth has served to portray Asian people as a threat. In TESOL, we need to be aware of how we
construct the ideal student and who it benefits and who it harms. Further, we need to investigate
why are we so unhappy, even maybe angry that students are “self-isolating”? Generally, we
equate this self-isolating with the inability to improve English language skills. The assumption is
that if English language learners want to improve their language skills, they need to spend every
possible moment with a native English speaker. This privileges native speakers and assumes that
the best and only way to improve English speaking skills is through interactions with native
English speakers; however, some researchers have shown that some Chinese students create
English speaking clubs to practice their language skills in a positive environment (Gao, 2004; Li,
2004). Studies like these invite us to consider the benefits of students who form strong bonds
with other students from their countries of origin? Rather than seeing these bonds as the prime
factor to their failure, might we see them as a contributor to their success, helping them to feel
supported and secure and giving them the strength and resilience to keep pursuing their goals and
degrees in an unstable environment that can be unpredictably hostile. Could it even be possible
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that in working together to complete academic assignments and navigate everyday life in
English, such bonds might actually help them to improve their English language skills?
Most importantly, we as faculty must consider the message we send to students when we
suggest that speaking their home languages and spending time with people from their home
countries is at best, a waste of time, and at worst, a weakness. Motha and Lin (2014) explain that
“Underlying many learners’ English language learning experiences are recurrent encounters with
media, teachers, parents, and acquaintances during which their own first languages might be
discursively and interactively constructed as less desirable than English” (p. 332). The recurrent
focus on the self-isolating Chinese students constructs the Chinese language as less important
than English. Rather than encouraging students to continue to strengthen all of their language
skills, English is held up as the language of value.
Under these conditions, Chinese students’ culture and language are devalued. Norton and
De Costa (2017) argue that only under conditions where “the semiotic resources of learners at
the level of the classroom interaction (micro) and society (macro) that optimal language learning
can take place” (p. 7). From this perspective, the university community constructs a hostile
environment where it is difficult for Chinese students to succeed, where faculty may be biased
against Chinese students and expect them to fail, and then blames the students for failing.
As faculty of international multilingual students, we need to identify narratives of ideal
and weak multilingual students within our own institutions and unravel them. We need to think
about students’ success as part individual and part social and take responsibility for engaging
with the social factors that influence students’ success. We can do this by disrupting harmful
narratives by first examining our own biases and checking ourselves for these blind spots and
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then by speaking out against these narratives in our institutions. Finally, we should work to help
our students identify these biases and to advocate for themselves when they encounter
discrimination.
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MEET ABDUL
Abdul might be most aptly described as charismatic. He has an outgoing and friendly
personality and speaks English with confidence. He learned English as a young child from his
parents and older family members who all speak English and made a point of teaching him from
his earliest memories and possibly before, though he is not quite sure. When he began school, he
took formal English classes, building upon the language skills he was learning at home. His
father also studied abroad in a university in the northeast of the United States, and Abdul was
excited to follow in his footsteps.
Abdul loves sports, especially hockey. His love of hockey led him to choose Northern
University over other possible universities as it has a strong hockey team, and he believed that its
location in the northeast might make it easier to find other hockey fans to connect with. In the
spring of 2020, Abdul had planned to intern with a company that makes hockey equipment, but
unfortunately, the internship was canceled due to the pandemic.
Abdul is a writer. One of his favorite authors is Nicholas Sparks, and he hopes someday
to write novels and to “enthrall [his] readers’ attention and make them not being able to put their
books down.” He also loves to write articles, and his dream is to write for a fashion magazine.
His dream upon a dream would be to somehow combine his love of sports and fashion in writing.
I met Abdul three years ago when he was placed in a summer first-year writing course for
multilingual students that I taught. He was excited to be beginning his degree at the university
and to get involved in all the opportunities available to him. In the class I taught, he wrote a
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literacy narrative about an influential English language teacher who helped him to improve his
writing and a personal essay about his identity in relation to social class. The assignment for the
personal essay was to write a 4-6 page essay describing an influential experience; Abdul wrote a
13-page personal narrative grappling with issues of wealth and how it should and should not
affect one’s life, as well as the negative effects of partying and drinking alcohol on one’s
friendships, family relationships, and life goals.
Abdul had a powerful presence in our writing class. While working on a research essay
unit, students were asked to choose a model essay and prepare a presentation for the class in
which they shared their analysis of the essay and also led the class in a discussion on the essay’s
topic. Abdul chose an essay that delved into the controversy of homosexual couples adopting
children. When Abdul stood up to begin and announced his topic, there were a few snickers and
eye rolls from his classmates, but he was undeterred from presenting his analysis of the essay
and clearly stating his opinion in favor of policies upholding rights of homosexual couples. It
was a powerful moment to watch some of the same students who had initially rolled their eyes at
the topic nodding their heads as Abdul presented and reinforced the arguments of the essay.
Finally, he led the class in a thoughtful and respectful discussion of the topic with widespread
participation. It was a rare classroom moment where the students seemed to forget that they were
in class and discussed the issue with genuine interest.
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MEET IBRAHIM
Ibrahim is outgoing and friendly. I first met Ibrahim at a celebration where international
students were sharing writing and photographs that had been chosen for publication in a
university journal for international students. Though I had never met him before that day, he
joined a conversation with me and another student. One of Ibrahim’s photos had been published
in the journal, and he was excited to receive his copy of the book. Photography is a passion for
Ibrahim. He particularly likes photographing landscapes and nature.
Ibrahim began learning English from about the age of four or five. He thinks that he
learned some things from his family, all of whom speak English, but who mostly use Urdu to
communicate in the home. He also learned English in school, but he learned most about spoken
English from watching his favorite cartoons as a kid. He loved watching U.S. shows like Jimmy
Neutron, Kim Possible, The Fairly Oddparents, Dexter’s Laboratory, and the Powerpuff Girls.
In one of our interviews, he listed off these cartoons, and said “That is like my childhood
summed up.” Ibrahim’s interest in these shows motivated him to want to improve his English
language skills.
Ibrahim enjoyed learning English in school because each time he was given an English
writing assignment, he would write a story. He loved writing stories. He explained that he
enjoyed borrowing plot lines or characters from children’s books that he read but would insert
new twists to try to make the stories different. In middle school, he decided he wanted to write a
novel in English and produced over 200 pages of a post-apocalyptic story that he shared with his
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middle school English teacher who was impressed and encouraged him. At Northern University,
he feels confident about most of his writing assignments.
Ibrahim has formed positive relationships with his U.S. peers and faculty. He listed his
Composition professor, ESL professor, and Astronomy professor as three faculty members he
felt particularly connected to because they are easy to talk to, and “not just about the course.” He
described them as friendly and “always smiling.” In his first year at Northern University, he was
placed in a dorm room with a U.S. peer and formed a friendship with the roommate and a few
other U.S. men from his dorm. This group of U.S students invited Ibrahim to share an apartment
with them the following year.
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MEET MARCIA
Marcia is a friendly student with a transnational background, who was living in the
Netherlands at the time of the study. Marcia identified as being half-Dutch and half-Ghanian,
connecting with the home countries of her parents. In addition to her connections with the
Netherlands and Ghana, Marcia had also lived in Cameroon and the Ivory Coast before studying
in the U.S. Marcia studied biochemistry as a semester study abroad student at Northern
University; I first met her when she volunteered to be part of this dissertation study.
Marcia remembers learning English and Dutch simultaneously as a child. Her father
(from the Netherlands) spoke Dutch with her and her sister, while her mother (from Ghana)
spoke English with her daughters. Marcia recounted with a laugh a story that her parents had told
her about herself as a bilingual toddler. She said that her parents had told her that when she was a
child and would see a car driving down the road, she would say “auto,” the Dutch word for car,
but if she noticed her mother standing nearby, she would say “Oh, car.” She explained that
during her early childhood, Dutch became the more prominent language, as this was the
language she and her sister used in school. However, when she was six or seven years old, her
parents decided to relocate to Cameroon for work, and they told their daughters to begin
practicing English as much as possible. She remembers that it was a challenging transition at
first, and that it felt “weird” to speak English after having used Dutch most of the time, but that
eventually it became comfortable. Since that time, she has used English more than Dutch, and
she considers English to be her first language.
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Marcia was excited to study abroad as soon as she began her university study in the
Netherlands. At first, she felt that the “whole world was open,” and researched study abroad
options in many different places, but she explained that she prioritized being able to take courses
that were unique or not available to her at her university in the Netherlands, and she felt that the
U.S. universities had a “huge range of courses” compared to universities elsewhere. She chose
Northern University because it offered unique courses in science that particularly appealed to
her.
In her short time at Northern University, Marcia had made several connections with
students and faculty. She made friends with both international and U.S. students. One friend was
another student from her Netherlands university that traveled with her to Northern University.
She had also connected with several international students from Argentina during an orientation
for new students hosted by the International Students Office. Marcia had also made a U.S. friend
in her dormitory and a few more U.S. friends in her dance class. She felt that it was not difficult
to make friends from diverse racial backgrounds, but she did say she felt much more comfortable
connecting with other female students. Marcia also felt connected to faculty on campus. She felt
particularly connected to professors from two sciences courses she took at the university. She
described frequently hanging around after one of her classes to chat with her professor and ask
questions. That professor even took her and the other student from the Netherlands on a trip to
the ocean on the weekend. Another professor was impressed with her research and writing for
the course and offered several rounds of feedback on a paper she had written, encouraging her to
submit it for publication. Marcia’s paper began as a lab report from an experiment she had
performed in her lab class. With her professor’s guidance, it was moving towards becoming a
publishable paper.
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CHAPTER 4: THE LIMITS OF THE IDEAL INTERNATIONAL STUDENT:
RACIALIZING THE MULTILINGUAL BODY
The myth of the ideal international multilingual student characterizes successful
international multilingual students as confident, motivated, and outgoing (Chapter 3); in theory,
these internal attributes enable international multilingual students to earn acceptance in the
university community as if the university society functioned as a simple meritocracy, rewarding
those multilingual students who are willing to work hard enough with full participation in the
university. In this chapter, I examine the experiences of three focal student participants who fit
the definition of the ideal international student to consider limits placed upon them in the form of
invisible and rigid barriers to true acceptance in the campus community by examining the role of
race, gender, and accent in social interactions. In Ibrahim’s (2009) study of the identity
negotiation of Black ESL students, he described the central, yet often silent, role of race in
language learning environments:
Race is left unsaid in the field of second language, either completely obfuscated or
couched under ethnicity…the White gaze is clearly invisible, and so are the
technologies of power and domination (Foucault, 1984). The invisible, however, is
very real and as I have shown, these technologies permeate the fabric of our psyche,
identity, and ways of being and learning (Ibrahim, 2009, p.189).
Ibrahim is one of the earliest scholars to engage with the role of race in TESOL (Ibrahim, 1999)
and his work is a testament to the complex ways in which race functions in language learning
environments. In this chapter, I draw from interviews with my student participants to argue that
undergraduate multilingual writers’ bodies are racialized through social interactions within the
university with the effect of excluding non-White multilingual bodies from full participation in
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the community. This process of racialization has significant effects on the identities and status of
multilingual students as language users and members of the university community.
In this chapter, I build my argument by first establishing theories around race as a social
construct. I then extend this concept by considering how the bodies of individuals are racialized.
I draw from the work of Ahmed (2002) in defining racialization of the body as a social process in
which skin color and other physical traits are imbued with meaning with consequences on
identity and status within a community. I then illustrate how these concerns of racialization of
the body impact the experiences of undergraduate multilingual students on a U.S. university
campus. Specifically, I share the case of Abdul and the experience of his body being racialized
and excluded from a university fraternity and the case of Ibrahim and his experience of his body
being racialized and constructed as dangerous by a U.S. peer. Drawing from Collins and Bilge’s
(2016) conceptualization of intersectionality, I will explore the intersections of race and gender
in these cases, as the racialized body is entwined with the masculine body. Finally, I’ll argue that
accent can also be conceived as an extension of body, as it is a physical aspect that is connected
to the body. Through my findings based on student surveys and interviews, I will illustrate how
accent becomes a feature invested with meaning as part of the racialization process. Specifically,
I share data from my interviews with Ibrahim where he describes experiencing discrimination
based on his accent in intersection with his race in his work at the campus dining hall. Through
these examples, I explore how race is constructed in the time and space of university
communities.
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Race in TESOL
For ESL teachers, the idea that multilingual students are racialized and often suffer
significant consequences due to this racialization, may seem like an obvious truth. However, the
argument that international multilingual students’ bodies are racialized leading to harmful effects
on students’ identities and status within universities is underrepresented in the research from the
field of TESOL and the area of Second Language Writing.
Several scholars in the field of TESOL have explored issues of race and language
learning. Ibrahim (1999) studied the experiences of adolescent students who immigrated to
Canada from African countries and found that the students’ language learning was highly
influenced by Black musicians and media. Students identified themselves as part of this culture
and mimicked the language they heard from Black musicians, actors, and actresses. In another
study of race and education, Rolón-Dow (2005) considered the experiences of middle school
students who had emigrated from Puerto Rico to the U.S. This study found that teachers in the
middle school espoused a pervasive stereotype that Puerto Rican families did not value their
children’s education. In 2006, TESOL Quarterly dedicated a special edition to race and TESOL.
In their introduction to the special edition, Kubota and Lin (2006) claimed that “Unlike our peer
fields such as anthropology, education, and sociology, the field of TESOL has not sufficiently
addressed the idea of race and related concepts. This special topic issue is one of the first
attempts to fill that gap” (471). Quach et al (2009) studied the experiences of students whose
families had immigrated to the U.S. from various countries in Asia. Quach et al found that the
although the students were racially constructed as ideal immigrants, they were also frequently
discriminated against, leaving them in an in-between place, with a higher status than other nonwhite immigrants, but lower than white U.S. citizens. Recently, the field of TESOL has focused
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more attention on issues of race. In June of 2020, TESOL Quarterly and TESOL Journal put out
a collaborative special edition titled “Race, Identity, and English Language Teaching,” which
was a compilation of several articles of race from previous editions of the journals, Many of the
articles in this special edition considered race and identity in relation to language teachers
(Ruecker & Ives, 2015; Charles, 2019). Although the research described has explored the
connection between race and language learning, this study considers the process in which
multilingual bodies become racialized and answers recent calls from within the field to explore
how race and gender intersect in multilingual student identity development (Von Esch et al,
2020; Norton & De Costa, 2018; Midby et al, 2020).
Race in Second Language Writing
Studies of race and multilingual students appear less frequently in the area of Second
Language Writing than in the field of TESOL. In a survey of articles from the past five years in
the Journal of Second Language Writing, no titles contain explicit references to race. However,
race may be addressed less directly, as several studies consider the experiences of groups of
students from specific countries throughout the world. It can also be argued that the issue of race
is most often addressed through the lens of translingualism in second language writing.
Translingualism may be variably defined as a framework, concept, or movement that
comes from the field of Composition and Rhetoric. Translingualism, at its roots, recognizes the
prioritization of English and Standard Written English in U.S. college composition classrooms as
discriminatory against students whose home languages or dialects may differ from this
artificially superior language dialect. Further, it recognizes that Standard Written English most
closely aligns with the dialect of upper-class white U.S. citizens, and the privileging of this
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dialect most benefits students from this social and racial group while it discriminates against
many students of color who may speak non-standard dialects or other languages. The very
concept that SWE is “standard” reinforces the idea that it is unmarked and natural, while other
dialects are marked and othered.
Translingualism (Horner et al, 2011) is part of a tradition of conversations around
language, writing, and equity in Composition Studies (“Students Right to Their Own Language”,
1974; Elbow, 1999; Horner & Trimbur, 2002; Bean et al., 2003). The translingualism movement
has garnered much attention and support from compositionists; however, some second language
writing scholars have drawn critical attention to the lack of clarity around the role language
development and pedagogy (Matsuda, 2014; Atkinson et al, 2015) and the inattention to English
language learners’ agency and language goals (Shapiro et al, 2016). These conversations around
translingualism bring attention to the link between race and language and the need for more
awareness of linguistic discrimination; however, less attention has been paid to the ways in
which second language writers’ bodies are racialized in classrooms and on campuses and the
effects this racialization has on their identities and their status in the university community.
Race as a Construct
While this study takes place in a U.S. university, it is important to recognize the history
and role of colonialism globally in shaping ideas about race. According to Soo Von Esch et al
(2020) “race cannot be disentangled from the context in which it was invented, that is
colonialism” (394). Ahmed (2002) argues that race was constructed in order to justify
colonialism and imperialism by reconceiving colonialism from the theft of lands and bodies to a
moral undertaking in “helping” Black bodies to become more civilized. Influenced by this global
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legacy, the U.S. also has a long, complicated, and shifting history of defining race with legal,
economic, and social implications for people of all colors and physical characteristics. While a
pervasive understanding of race in U.S. society is connected with groups of people who share
similar skin tones and physical traits, this definition has much less basis in science than in
societal perceptions. As López (1994) explained in her landmark essay on the social construction
of race, “Race may be America's single most confounding problem, but the confounding problem
of race is that few people seem to know what race is.” A clear definition of race based in biology
or genetics has evaded scientists. While people with similar origins may share some similar
features, these aspects make up only a tiny portion of human biology (Delgado & Stefancic,
2017, p. 8). Race, as a largely genetic reality, has no scientific basis; however, race, as a social
reality, remains very powerful and has significant effects on individuals. The construct of race
can impact every aspect of an individual’s life from where they live, to the kind of education and
job opportunities they have to the amount of money they can make. During the past year, the
effects of race on policing and healthcare have become painfully clear.
The social construction of race is an essential tenet of Critical Race Theory (CRT).
Critical Race Theory emerged from the field of legal studies in the 1970s as a theory that sought
to understand and challenge systemic racial injustices in the legal system. CRT has evolved over
time and gained momentum in many fields of study. Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, two
scholars at the forefront of the movement, characterize CRT has having five basic tenets:
1. Racism is embedded in everyday, ordinary life.
2. Racist hierarchies have material and psychic benefits for White people, which
provides little incentive for White people to challenge systemic racism.
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3. Race is socially constructed. In particular, CRT explores the ways in which
physical characteristics such as skin color, physique, etc. are associated with
characteristics pertaining to intelligence, personal behavior, or morality (Delgado
and Stefancic, 2017, p. 8). Definitions of particular races shift in order to benefit
the needs of Whites. (see Chapter 3 for a discussion of the Model Minority Myth)
4. Racial identities must be conceived of as intersectional, “No person has a single,
easily stated, unitary identity...Everyone has potentially conflicting, overlapping
identities, loyalties, and allegiances” (p. 10-11).
5. People of color have the ability to communicate realities and share their
experiences in a way that it is difficult for White people to know, “Minority
status...brings with it a presumed competence to speak about race and racism”
(11).
These five tenets build a basic understanding of the beliefs associated with CRT. Of particular
significance in this chapter, is the tenet of intersectionality. Intersectionality is a concept that is
studied in several fields, especially Women’s Studies. The definition of intersectionality, its
purpose and uses, have been highly contested in what Nash (2017) calls “intersectionality wars.”
In her review of several current books on intersectionality, Nash considers the controversy of
intersectionality, outlining several of the key arguments around this controversy. For example,
while Carastathis (2016) identifies Crenshaw (1989) as the origin and authority on
intersectionality, May (2015) traces intersectionality’s roots to earlier Black feminist activists
such as Ida B. Wells and Sojourner Truth, while Collin and Bilge (2016) locate the origin of
intersectionality within the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s, critiquing the tendency to
credit academia for the political labor of everyday people. In this chapter, I draw from the work
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of Collin and Bilge (2016) in understanding intersectionality as a form of critical inquiry that
examines relationships of power and overlapping identities in social interactions within the
framework of CRT.
CRT has been taken up in the fields of Education (Ladson-Billings, 1998), TESOL, and
Composition. For example, Charles (2019) employed CRT in her study of the experiences of
Black native-speaking teachers of English in South Korea to analyze the ways in which the
participants navigated privilege as native speakers of English and marginalization as Black
people. Michael-Luna (2009) utilized CRT to consider how race might be addressed in bilingual
education with young learners. In composition, Martinez (2014) drew from CRT to argue for the
use of counterstories as a method of sharing the stories of minoritized people in order to disrupt
dominant narratives of racism. Central to these studies in TESOL and Composition is the
conception of race as a function of human imagination, dividing people into groups that shift
depending on social circumstances (Omi & Winant, 2014). Through this ideology, characteristics
are attributed to these groups that affect the daily lives of individuals within them in highly
important ways.
Definitions of race have been continuously redefined in differing historical contexts and
spaces. Historians have traced and analyzed these shifting definitions and the ways in which
definitions were employed to explain and justify exploitation of groups of people, slavery, and
other forms discrimination (Ahmed, 2002; Zinn, 2013; Omi & Winant, 2014; Kendi, 2016).
Though definitions of race are highly context dependent, residing in specific spaces and times,
they appear to be fixed and constant. Race, then, rather than holding a fixed definition as
members of a community may perceive, is constructed socially.
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This understanding of race as socially constructed and dependent on context is present
the themes from my data. In the space of Northern University, racial stereotypes and hierarchies
are influenced by dominant ideologies of race; however, the university constructs its own
stereotypes specific to the institution. For example, while Chinese Americans may be considered
as the model minority in larger U.S. society, within Northern University, Chinese international
students are constructed as weak and systematically excluded from social and academic spaces.
Critical race theory provides a framework for this study understanding how race silently
influences institutional policies and practices by racializing multilingual students.
Racializing the Body
In this chapter, I consider the racialization of international multilingual students’ bodies.
The term racialization is frequently used in various disciplines; however, its exact meaning
seems to waver from one text and author to the next, leaving the concept of racialization unclear
or contested (Murji & Solomos, 2005). The origin of the term is often traced to Fanon (1952)
who considered racialization to be a process that is social and psychological in nature. Ahmed
(2002) brings the concept of racialization to the body itself, by describing it as a complex social
process where skin color or other physical characteristics are invested with intrinsic personality
or moral traits. Ahmed, a scholar of race and cultural studies, argues that during colonialism,
knowledge about Black people was produced in order to conceptualize the place of Blackness in
the worldview of Whites. Then science was used to legitimize those ideas about others. Scientific
justification for racism was mapped out on the body. In studies examining the body parts of
Black people from skulls to genitalia, scientists inscribed racism on the body. In employing the
body as evidence of the truth of Black inferiority, Whites were able to make racism seem natural.
Further, it divided Whites and Blacks into categories of logical/scientific/of the mind and
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natural/of the body. Ahmed then analyzes the lived experiences of two Black writers, Frantz
Fanon, and Audre Lourde, to argue that while the ideology of racism is ever present, the body is
actively racialized in individual interactions. For example, in a narrative by Audre Lourde, she
describes an experience as a child where she sat next to White woman on a bus. The White
woman recoiled in disgust and quickly moved away. Ahmed analyzes how the White woman’s
reaction racialized the Black child’s body as dirty and disgusting in this individual interaction. In
this chapter, I draw from Ahmed’s definition of racializing the body as a process that is social
and psychological whereby the body is imbued with meaning in order to explore moments where
this process becomes visible for my study participants.
Abdul and the Fraternity: Racializing the International Multilingual Body
Abdul, in many ways, is an international student success story. Abdul is a journalism
major who feels well connected to professors in his major and who names his English Major
advisor as his favorite staff member on campus. He feels he does well in his journalism classes,
and after writing a few initial articles, he was invited by the student editor of the campus
newspaper to join as an official staff member. When he describes his experiences with the
campus newspaper, he says “everyone is really nice, just fun to work with.” He talks with pride
about being given the important story of covering the hiring of a new dean for the engineering
college, which required him to interview several faculty members. He was nervous about
interviewing such important people, but he was also excited to take this “big step.”
Abdul’s success as a student is reflected in a photo he took that he called “A place where
I feel most comfortable/accepted at NU” as part of the photovoice component of the study. I
selected photovoice as one method in the study to allow the participants in my study, who all
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identified as English language learners, an opportunity to describe their experiences using photos
rather than relying completely on speech or writing in English (Wass et al, 2020). I also found
that the use of photos also facilitated uncomfortable discussions around race and helped me to
better understand students’ campus experiences through their perspectives. The photo Abdul
shared was taken in the main lounge of the English Department building. I have not included it
here because it identifies the institution of the study. The picture is taken from the second floor
of the English building looking down onto the first floor lounge area where there are tables,
comfortable chairs, and couches. The lounge is located in the center of the English Department
building.
When I asked Abdul how he felt when he looked at the photo, he talked about the
positive “vibe” he felt while in the building “I’m so happy every day when I go to the English
building.” His relationships with faculty were an important part of his positive associations with
the space, “I always just see one of my professors that I had before in class, and we’ll always just
talk.” In this space, Abdul’s sense of identity and status is strong, and he feels included in the
English Department community. It would be easy for a faculty member to see Abdul in this
space, stop to have a quick chat about a story he’s working on for the newspaper, and walk away
feeling that Abdul is having an ideal international student experience. However, this does not
give a complete picture of Abdul’s experience.
In addition to his many positive experiences in the English building, Abdul also described
instances of racism and discrimination in which his body was racialized. One of the most
poignant examples was an experience of racism with a campus fraternity. Abdul shared a photo
of frat row at the university that prompted an important conversation.
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Figure 4.1 Abdul’s Photo of Frat Row
Abdul took a photo that he called “A place
where I felt excluded and uncomfortable
because of my race/accent.” When I met with
Abdul to discuss the photos, I asked him to
describe how he felt when he looked at the
picture:

Abdul took the photo above in response to the
prompt “A place where I felt excluded and
uncomfortable because of my race/accent.”

Umm, I just feel that, like the frats and
sororities, like all the frats and sororities
at NU, they’re kind of very cliquey. So, I
don’t know, I just don’t stand for the fact
that like, most of the members are like,
oh we grew up in like the same town, like
oh we went to the same high school, like
oh, it’s my best friend, rather than like
members that actually represent what
they stand for, or what they want
people to think about them. [emphasis
added]
In my next question, I asked Abdul to

clarify what he meant when he talked about what the fraternity stood for, or how it represented
itself on campus:” I just feel like their mission and their values. Instead of having people that
really have those, they just have people that--they were neighbors, I mean growing up, or like
friends in high school, stuff like that.” On the fraternity’s website, members were described as
loyal, hardworking, professional leaders. In Abdul’s experience rushing for the fraternity, he was
told that the fraternity was looking for new members who embodied these characteristics. Abdul
believed he had these characteristics; however, he was rejected and excluded from the fraternity.
Through this process, Abdul came to believe that his body itself was being evaluated. In my
interview with Abdul, we further explored the idea of the image the fraternities and sororities
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wanted to portray through their membership: “Umm, I feel that, just fraternities and sororities
have like an ideal kind of person that they like want to carry the name of the frat or sorority, and
like if you do not fit like that ideal person, you kind of like don’t make it. No matter like how
nice or friendly or talented or any of that, you have to fit the image. It’s kind of like going for
like a modeling casting call.” When I asked Abdul to describe exactly the type of person the
fraternity might want to represent them, he said: “Probably a White American. Umm, athletic. At
least 6 foot tall. Umm (laughs), blonde hair.” In the experience that Abdul describes, the White,
tall, athletic body is invested with meaning. Through the fraternity’s process of first describing
the admirable internal characteristics they sought in their new members and then selecting only
White, athletic bodies to join their group, they invested those bodies with qualities of loyalty,
leadership, etc. In the process of excluding non-White bodies, Abdul’s body was constructed as
less than--less than loyal, less than a leader, less. Abdul understands this experience as both
related to his race, as well as his gender; his description of the fraternity’s desired body as not
only White, but also athletic and tall relates to an ideal masculine body. While a male identity is
usually a privileged identity, there are multiple conceptions or definitions of maleness at play in
this interaction. The male identity that is privileged here is a hyper masculine maleness that
Abdul does not embody. While Abdul identified simply as “male” in his student survey, he
qualified that description in more detail, explaining that he had come to “embrace the gray” of
gender in recent years, by reconsidering stereotypical male and female gender binaries. Abdul’s
gender identity as a male with an openness to gender fluidity also affects his interactions with the
fraternity; Abdul recognizes that he has been excluded from the fraternity because his body does
fit the racial and gender ideals silently underpinning the acceptance process.

102

In thinking about Abdul’s experience, I am reminded of the work of Phoenix (2005) who
studied young adults’ memories of early experiences of racism. In this study, young adults from
different racial backgrounds were asked to recount their earliest memories of experiencing
racism. Phoenix was particularly interested in the effects these experiences had on the
participants’ identities. She found that participants sometimes described very similar experiences
but valued the experiences quite differently. While some participants described an event as
having a profound impact on their lives, others would describe a similar event as having very
little effect or consequence. The way these events are remembered, the value ascribed to them
have important effects on an individual’s identity.
There is a complexity in Abdul’s experience. He recognizes his experience with the
university fraternity as discriminatory, he avoids walking near frat row, and his voice is tense
when he talks about this experience. This memory matters a great deal for Abdul. It has become
a part of his identity and a part of his understanding of who he is and who he can become in the
future in the campus community. Despite the lack of power Abdul had in his experience with the
fraternity, he continues to feel confident in other spaces, particularly in his journalism classes
and his work for the college newspaper. However, while Abdul excels in these other campus
spaces, building relationships, and growing more confident, frat row stands as a reminder of the
ways in which his body can be excluded and devalued. It seems that Abdul compartmentalizes
the experience with the fraternity, and even in avoiding the very street where the houses stand, he
seems to block this negative experience from his mind. To his professors and his peers in
journalism, he appears to be an international student who has worked hard to establish
relationships and make connections and has been warmly embraced by the university
community. For his White U.S. peers and faculty, the experience with the fraternity is unseen.
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Ibrahim and the Dangerous Body: U.S. Peers and Microaggressions
Like Abdul, Ibrahim also described an experience where his body was racialized with
significant effects on his sense of place in the campus community. In the initial survey Ibrahim
completed, he was asked whether he had experienced racism at Northern University. He
responded, “Yes, I have experienced racism at Northern University. I’ve been told that I
shouldn’t be scared during the night because people will be scared of me. I’ve also been told that
my beard makes me look like dangerous and like a terrorist.” In my initial interview with
Ibrahim, I asked him to further describe this experience. I learned that when Ibrahim was a new
student at the university, he had a job at the campus dining hall and was assigned to work until
10:00 at night. After work, his path back to his dorm took him through a wooded area, and he
would sometimes hear rustling bushes and feel scared that an animal might be there. He talked
about his fears in a phone call with his father, and his father recommended that he carry a knife
with him in case there were a dangerous animal. Later, he shared his father’s advice with his
White U.S. friend:
Like my dad said, “oh, you should carry a pocket knife to be safe because you know,
there’s bushes, there might be like an animal.” And I said “No dad, I don’t need
anything like that.” And I told that to my friend, and he was like “No dude, you don’t
need that, like you have a beard, you look scary on your own. If you wear a jacket
and do like this (puffs up), other people will run away from you.”
I asked Ibrahim how he felt after his friend made that comment, and he responded: “In that
moment, I didn’t really feel bad about it, but when I went back to my room and thought over it, I
was like that was not a good thing to say…It wasn’t instantly, but it took time to realize that even
though it was a joke, it was, or even it if it wasn’t a joke that makes it worse, but if it was a joke,
it wasn’t a good joke.” Ibrahim explained how his friend’s “joke” slowly landed. Ibrahim
recounted initially laughing at the joke, but later reflecting on what his friend had said, he felt
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offended. In this exchange between Ibrahim and his friend, Ibrahim’s body is constructed as
dangerous. His friend, likely drew on a pervasive stereotype of Muslim men, to associate
Ibrahim’s body with fear and danger. Discrimination against Muslim people in the United States
has been on the rise in recent years. According to the Pew Research Center, the number of
assaults against Muslim people in the United States in 2016 exceeded the number in 2001
following the 9/11 terrorist attack (Kishi, 2017). Further, in a Gallup poll of U.S. citizens with
varying religious affiliations, 48% of Muslims reported having experienced religious
discrimination (Gallup, 2011). This was significantly higher than any other religious group.
Muslim students in my classroom over the years have often shared experiences of discrimination
they have faced in the United States. Two young Saudi Arabian women once shared a
frightening experience they had of a man yelling insults at them while they were standing outside
a Walmart waiting for a friend to pick them up. A Muslim student in my first-year writing class
shared her concerns about stereotypes of Muslim people by writing an essay analyzing the
depictions of Muslim people in U.S. films and the negative effect of these depictions on ordinary
Muslim people. Delgado and Stefanic (2017) describe how the image of Middle Eastern people
has been reconstructed in popular media over time, “In one age, Middle Eastern people are
exotic fetishized figures, wearing veils, wielding curved swords, and summoning genies from
lamps. Later, after circumstances change, they emerge as fanatical, religiously crazed terrorists,
bent on destroying America and killing innocent citizens” (p. 10). These cultural images may
have influenced Ibrahim’s peer’s conception of Muslim people.
It is particularly significant that Ibrahim describes an experience of discrimination with a
person who was at the time and continues to be a friend and a roommate. Ibrahim did not expect
to be insulted by his friend, and it was so subtle that Ibrahim did not even recognize the offense
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at first. Ibrahim’s friend’s joke is a microaggression against Ibrahim’s body. Hammond (2015)
describes microaggressions as subtle insults or digs against a person in relation to racial, gender,
or other identities. These microaggressions are subtle, but persistent offenses. In Hammond’s
work, she describes how microaggressions affect the brain of a person who is discriminated
against. Frequent microaggressions cause individuals to always be on guard, connecting to the
fight or flight brain function and causing constant stress to the body. Ijeoma Oluo (2019)
describes microaggressions as similar to being randomly punched in the arm every so often. The
first few times, it doesn’t hurt too much, but after a while, your arm gets to be pretty sore, and
eventually you start to worry about when the next punch will come. Ibrahim was not prepared for
the punch he received, especially because it came from a person he considered to be his friend.
Ibrahim has several U.S. friends and lives with a few of them in an apartment near
campus. From an outside perspective, Ibrahim appears to have worked hard to overcome the
challenges of integration that other international students face and succeeded in building strong
relationships with his U.S. peers. However, these relationships are undercut by the
microaggressions he experiences that serve as subtle and painful reminders that his body is
othered.
Despite these microaggressions, Ibrahim identifies his off-campus apartment with his
friends as a place where he feels most comfortable on or near campus in the photovoice
component of the study. Ibrahim photographed his apartment, and in our discussion of the photo,
he explained that the kitchen was an important part of why he felt most comfortable there: “I
mean, for me, it kind of makes sense because I can’t eat, er, regular meat as a Muslim. It has to
be halal. And the dining hall doesn’t have a lot of options for that…Because here I have a
kitchen. I can cook for myself, and I can eat all I want…Whenever I want.” I asked Ibrahim
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whether he knew anyone else on campus also ate halal, and he said that he did not, so having
access to a kitchen was very important to him. While it certainly is understandable that Ibrahim
is most comfortable in essentially the only place on campus where he is able to eat, it is also
concerning that he feels so restricted and isolated in regard to eating. While other focal students,
like Marcia and Maureen, talked about making friends over lunches and dinners and trying new
foods, Ibrahim is restricted in where and when he can eat. This limitation affects his social
connections within the campus.
Marcia’s photographs of her favorite and most comfortable places at Northern University
provide an interesting comparison to Ibrahim’s apartment and kitchen photos. Marcia shared the
photos below in response to the photovoice prompts about favorite places and places of comfort:
Figure 4.2: Marcia’s Photo of the Animal Center
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Figure 4.3: Marcia’s Photo of the Campus Road to the Animal Center

Marcia described the photos and explained why she chose to share these photos to represent her
favorite place/places on campus:
Yeah so, as my favorite place on the Northern University campus, I chose the
Animal Center, which is where the sheep were kept and where I went about twice a
week for my jobs for the Introduction to Animal Science class. And, I liked both the
Animal Center itself and the way to get there, especially in the early morning when
everything is still quiet, and there weren’t that many people around. It was quite a
long walk from where I live, but I really enjoyed that time alone and the beautiful
environment. It was very peaceful. So this is one of the pictures of the sheep
(laughs).
It is interesting that while Marcia, like Ibrahim, describes having many positive relationships
with peers and faculty on campus, her favorite place is the quiet, isolated campus road in the
early morning, and the Animal Center where she sees more sheep than people.
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In responding to the photo prompt about her most comfortable place on campus, Marcia
shared a photo of her dorm room:
Figure 4.4: Marcia’s Photo of Her Dorm Room

Marcia explained why she had chosen her dorm room as the most comfortable place on campus:
This is a picture of my room when I just moved (laughs). It doesn’t really have
anything, but I think this is probably where I felt most comfortable… I could just be
myself, and I wouldn’t have to worry about others or what I was saying or how I was
interacting with them…So this was just the most comfortable place. And I also really
enjoyed the view from my room. Like this one, early in the morning.
Marcia shared a few photos she had taken from the window of her dorm room looking over some
trees and a stream beside the Student Center at Northern University. It is certainly
understandable that Marcia would choose her room with a beautiful view as a comfortable place
on campus; however, it is also a place of isolation. Marcia explained that she had requested to
live with a roommate, and had been assigned one, but her roommate only stayed with her for a
few days before moving to another dorm to be with her friends. I asked Marcia how she felt
about her roommate leaving: “For a while, I was a bit sad about it because I signed up for a
roommate, so I could experience what that was like…But in the end, it was very convenient that
I had no roommates cuz then I could just have the room to myself and use the other bed for
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storage and stuff (laughs).” While Marcia reported making friends with both international and
U.S. peers and forming positive relationships with her professors, it is clear that some of her
experiences at Northern University were also isolating. In many ways, Marcia fits the definition
of the ideal international student, and had many positive experiences at Northern University, but
her overall experience was a bit more complex that the narrative of the ideal international student
would seem to suggest.
Ibrahim and the Dangerous Accent: Arguing for Accent as a Part of the Body
Accent also plays an important role in the racialization of the multilingual body. Accent
is rarely considered as part of the physical body; however, pronunciation is highly physical.
Language teachers are keenly aware of the physical aspect of speech; studying the ways in which
sounds are formed in the mouth, with tongue and teeth, is an essential part of our training. In the
speaking classroom, we model pronunciation, we emphasize and demonstrate the movements our
mouths make to form certain sounds. We employ visual aids of pictures of mouth anatomy like
the one in Figure 1 to show our students how to physically shape sounds in the English language.
We know that our students’ bodies have learned how to physically form the sounds of their
primary language(s), and that learning English sounds requires physical training.
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Figure 4.5.. ESL Pronunciation Teaching Model (“Phonetic Sounds” 2021)
Accent, therefore, can become a physical aspect of the body that can be racialized.
Discrimination against a non-dominant accent invests that individual’s body with inferior status
in a community. Ibrahim, described facing discrimination against his accent in one of our
interviews. During our interview, I told Ibrahim about a time when I was studying abroad in
France as a college student and was invited to a party. I was one of the only non-native French
speaking people there, and I was very eager to make friends and practice my language skills. I
found myself in a group of three or four native speakers, and when I was asked a question, I
responded but my U.S. accent was not well received. At one point, something I said resulted in
the group laughing at me. I felt embarrassed and didn’t say much for the rest of the party. When I
shared this anecdote with Ibrahim, he responded with:
I: Yeah, I think I experience the same thing almost every week. (laughs) Since I
work in the dining hall, even if I do one word wrong, it’s like, they don’t make it
obvious, but if it’s like two guys standing next to each other and they’re like friends,
and they’re getting food, and I say one word wrong, they look at the other person
like (makes face to mimic negative facial expression of students), and that is enough.
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KR: Yeah. How does that feel for you? Awkward?
I: It feels demeaning…It feels disrespectful not awkward because they should
appreciate the fact that someone is trying to learn their language because I am pretty
sure that most of the people who make fun don’t know any other language. And if
someone is trying to learn another language that is a big thing…So, you should
respect the fact that at least they’re trying even if they get their accent wrong, if they
get their words wrong, their sentence structure wrong, I don’t care, you should still
respect the fact that someone’s trying to learn… Especially your language.
Ibrahim’s tone changed markedly from the beginning of this speech through the end. After
hearing my anecdote, he began to relate his own experiences with a laugh and a lighter tone, but
when I asked him how it felt when his accent was racialized, he became serious and I sensed
frustration in his voice. Ibrahim describes making a mistake in English, but his “mistake” seems
more likely to be a non-standard pronunciation than an actual error. In talking with Ibrahim in
multiple interviews, one to one, discussing complex issues of race, gender, and accent, there
were no difficulties in communication due to errors in English. It is difficult to imagine that in a
simple exchange where Ibrahim would need to provide students with food, as he had done many
times before, there would be an error that would cause true confusion. Instead, in opening his
mouth to speak, he revealed an accent that was immediately judged by his peers. While Ibrahim
has the ability to speak in a way that can be understood, the social context does not permit him to
be heard (Bordieu, 1991).
In the exchange Ibrahim describes, his accent and dialect are imbued with inferior status
to the dominant accent on the college campus. It takes only a quick judgmental glance from his
peers for Ibrahim to recognize that his accent and body have been devalued by these students.
Ahmed (2002) argues that in racializing the Black body, the White body physically performs
disgust. In returning to the example of Audre Lourde’s Black child body being racialized by a
White woman on a bus, Ahmed describes how the White woman’s actions of shuddering and
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moving away from the Black body, construct Lourde as dirty and disgusting. There is a similar
physicality at play in the interaction Ibrahim describes. In the quick judgmental glance of the
White students, Ibrahim recognizes the process of his body being devalued.
Ibrahim expresses frustration at the injustice of his multilingual body being assigned
inferior status by monolingual students “who make fun” but “don’t know any other language”
themselves. The superiority of the monolingual body with a “standard” accent is taken as natural
and is unexamined by many of Ibrahim’s U.S. peers. In my interviews with Ibrahim, who is a
charismatic and friendly young man, this moment where he described his experience of accent is
the one where he showed the most emotion and spoke the most strongly.
Conclusion
Understanding the racialization of multilingual bodies is important for teachers of
international students. It helps to disrupt the narrative of meritocracy, and it blurs the wall
between the classroom and the community. Abdul and Ibrahim’s experiences challenge the
pervasive narrative that international multilingual students can earn full acceptance into the
university if they are just willing to work hard enough and put themselves out there. Ibrahim
himself described the impossibility of being truly accepted by his peers:
I feel like most of the time, we’re just scared to reach out because we don’t see a lot
of people interacting with like other people of a different color. It’s just, it’s kind of
(laughs), it’s difficult because when you start trying, you’re more nervous, but then if
you get put down when you start trying, that makes you, that discourages you, and
then you feel like, no matter how hard you try, you’ll never make a friend or have
someone to talk to. You’re just like, being there by yourself [emphasis added].
The belief that international students have the power to raise their standing and status on campus
and gain acceptance from their community, and the only barrier to that success is the amount of
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effort they are willing to put forth, removes all responsibility from the community to adapt and
change to welcome and make space for international students.
The fact that Abdul and Ibrahim are held up as ideal students and that their negative
experiences of racialization are largely unseen by faculty, staff, and domestic students reinforces
the meritocracy narrative. In seeing the success of Abdul and Ibrahim, it seems that it really is
possible for students to overcome the challenges of integration. These two students have worked
hard and put themselves out there in order to integrate themselves into the university community.
However, what is unseen is that no amount of hard work would permit Abdul acceptance into the
fraternity he described, or protect Ibrahim from the microaggressions he contends with from
friends and strangers alike. The ideal international student who works hard and gains acceptance
is a harmful myth that perpetuates the idea that international students can be equal to domestic
students if they just assimilate by perfecting their language skills.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
In the winter of 2015, I was teaching an advanced ESL course at my university when the
movie Selma had just been released. Around the same time, a group of Northern University
students traveled to Selma, Alabama for the anniversary of the Bloody Sunday March, and upon
their return, they were giving a presentation of their experiences and leading a discussion of the
Selma film. Thinking that this could be a good opportunity for my ESL students to learn more
about the history of race in the U.S., I asked my ESL students to watch the film, and then on a
frigid February day, we bundled up in our winter hats and coats to walk to the opposite end of
campus to attend the Selma presentation. The group of students who had recently returned from
Selma delivered a powerful presentation, sharing their photos, describing their experiences, and
reflecting on the impact of what they had seen. At the end of the presentation, the audience was
divided into smaller discussion groups with one of the Selma students as a facilitator. A Chinese
student from my class and I were put in the same group, while the rest of the students from my
class were divided into other groups. In our group, what began as a discussion of the film,
quickly turned into a discussion of racism on the NU campus with several students of color
sharing painful experiences of racial discrimination in the university.
And then the Chinese student from my class began to speak. He shared an experience
where he was walking along the road on campus one day when a truck slowed down behind him.
There were several young men in the truck, and they slowly crept up beside him. He described
feeling fear that quickly turned to anger when the men in the truck yelled. “Go home!” Before
speeding away.
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I walked into the presentation that day hopeful that my ESL students would learn
something about the role of race within U.S. culture and history, but I walked away humbled by
my failure to recognize the important role race was playing within my students’ lives.
Experiences like the one my student described are often unseen by their teachers,
particularly White teachers, or are divorced from the realm of the classroom; however, these
experiences have a significant impact on students’ identities and their success in the university.
In this dissertation, I have argued for the need to blur the walls between the classroom and the
community to examine how power operates in the lives of international multilingual students.
Summary of Findings and Contributions:
Throughout this dissertation, I have explored the narrative of the ideal international
multilingual student in relation to factors of race, gender, and accent. In Chapter 3, I drew from
student and faculty surveys and interviews to analyze the depiction of the ideal international
multilingual student. Through this data, I showed that the ideal international multilingual student
is characterized as a student who is outgoing, confident, courageous, has strong English language
skills, and seeks out relationships with U.S. faculty and peers. Further, I demonstrated how in
constructing the ideal international multilingual student, the opposite, or the “weak international
multilingual student” was simultaneously constructed. The weak international multilingual
student was characterized as unmotivated, lacking English language skills, and self-isolating.
Chinese international students were implicitly and explicitly tied to the depiction of the weak
international multilingual student. I argued that while students fitting the definition of the ideal
international multilingual student were benefitted by these narratives in increased opportunities
for positive interactions within the university community, students who did not fit the definition
were harmed by it. Faculty expressed prejudice against weak international students with
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expectations for academic failure. Further, faculty described discrimination against Chinese
students from U.S. students in online settings and in co-curricular clubs. Through this chapter, I
demonstrated that pervasive narratives of successful or ideal multilingual students must be
examined with a critical lens, considering racial and linguistic factors.
In Chapter 4, I drew from student surveys and interviews to consider the limits of the
narrative of the ideal international multilingual student by examining the ways in which some
multilingual bodies are racialized and excluded from full participation in the university
community. I focused on three student participants, Abdul, Ibrahim, and Marcia who appeared to
fit the description of the ideal international multilingual student in that they appeared to be
confident, possess strong English language skills, and have many relationships with U.S. faculty
and peers. While the myth of the international multilingual student posits the university as a
meritocracy, rewarding hardworking international students with full access to campus
opportunities, the experiences of Abdul and Ibrahim undercut this myth. I described Abdul’s
experience in rushing for a fraternity in which he was told that he would be evaluated on moral
characteristics valued by the organization. In his subsequent exclusion from the group, Abdul’s
body was racialized and devalued.
Like Abdul, Ibrahim’s experiences also revealed the limits of the international
multilingual student myth. I shared an example in which Ibrahim experienced a microaggression
from a U.S. friend. In this experience, Ibrahim’s body was racialized and invested with the
meaning of danger, drawn from a pervasive stereotype of Muslim men. I also described
Ibrahim’s experience of being discriminated against for his accent in his work in the campus
dining hall. I argued that accent should be considered as a physical part of the body; in Ibrahim’s
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experience, his accent was racialized and his body devalued in an interaction with two U.S.
peers.
I argued that the experiences of Abdul and Ibrahim reveal the cracks in the myth of the
ideal international multilingual student and the ways in which even ideal international students
are silently positioned below their White U.S. native English-speaking peers, exposing a
complex and harmful social hierarchy.
In addition to these findings, this study also contributes the method of using photovoice
to examine issues of race, accent, and gender with multilingual students in the fields of TESOL
and second language writing. While this study is not the first to employ photovoice with English
language learners (Graziano, 2011; Ferdiansyah, Widodo, & Elyas, 2020), it differs from other
studies in using photovoice to examine racial, linguistic, and gender inequities in an academic
community.
Photovoice in TESOL Research
Photovoice proved to be a useful method in helping to narrow the power divide between
myself and the study participants. Through photovoice, the participants took on a more active
role and through their choice of photos, provided more direction both to our interviews and to the
study itself. Further, an unanticipated benefit of the photovoice method was its ability to
facilitate difficult conversations around race, gender, and accent. Participants mapped their
experiences onto the photos, and in our discussions, the images helped to prompt them to share
their stories, opinions, and feelings, which aided me in understanding their perspectives and the
positive and negative emotional associations they had developed with university spaces.
Unfortunately, the use of the photovoice method was limited by the effects of the COVID 19
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Pandemic. Due to social distancing policies on the university campus, students were restricted
from some spaces and could not always freely choose the places they wanted to photograph.
Further, some students who were forced or chose to study remotely had no access to campus at
all. Finally, because the student participants were living in different time zones during the study,
it was not possible for them to meet to engage in a collective analysis of the photos. A collective
analysis of photos from the five focal student participants could have provided a comparison of
how international multilingual students of varying racial, gender, and linguistic identities
experienced spaces of inclusion and exclusion on campus. The use of photovoice in future
studies, in a (hopefully) post-pandemic world, could offer richer data than could be collected
during the pandemic.
Implications for the field TESOL and Second Language Writing
Desire, the English Language, and Integration
An important aspect of the narrative of the ideal student is that students should be
outgoing and seek relationships with U.S. faculty and peers. Students who do this are
characterized as courageous; students who do not are weak. From U.S. faculty and student
perspectives self-isolating may look like Chinese students living in the same apartments or
dormitories, sitting together in dining halls, and having parties or spending social time together
on the weekends. This dissertation argues that we complicate the idea of self-isolating and
consider the explicit and implicit discrimination students face in order to understand the
conditions under which students may or may not seek out relationships with U.S faculty and
peers. A further concern is that among U.S. faculty and peers, there is an undercurrent of
frustration or anger against students who “choose” to self-isolate. I believe that it is important to
trace the root of that emotion of frustration and anger. Motha and Lin (2014) ask, “To what
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degree do we as English language teachers and teacher educators participate in constructing a
lack we then turn around and seek to fill? Which of our own desires are being filled as we
construct this lack? How does it serve our own purposes?” (335). How are our desires and
ideologies implicated in the frustration we feel towards students who self-isolate? The ideal
international multilingual student values relationships with native English-speaking faculty and
peers above relationships with peers from their countries of origin. It is not relationships with
other international students from varying countries that is valued in this narrative, though those
relationships would often provide just as much practice in speaking English. Could it be possible
that from a White perspective, ideal international multilingual students who privilege
relationships with U.S. faculty and peers perform a desire for Whiteness that benefits the White
psyche6? Could it be that international students who seem to be disinterested in engaging with
U.S. faculty and peers appear to be choosing their own languages and races over English and
Whiteness, which may feel like an affront to White privilege and lead to feelings of anger and
frustration?
I recognize that readers may be uncomfortable with this idea and that it may seem like a
strong position to take. There is a part of me that is hesitant to fully embrace this position;
however, throughout the process of researching and writing this study, the frustration and anger
from faculty and students towards self-isolating students has surfaced again and again. From a
faculty perspective, I have heard this frustration rationalized and justified as connected to goals
of helping students to acquire and improve English language skills. However, that justification
seems insufficient to explain the level of frustration aimed at multilingual students who do not

6

Delgado and Stefancic (2017) explain that White people obtain a psychic benefit from racism, which
disincentivizes them from challenging racist ideas.
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appear to be trying to integrate with U.S. faculty and peers. Further, it is not only faculty who
express this frustration; U.S. students, as evidenced by the work of Shuck (2006), also express
this same emotion; however, they do not rationalize it in relation to their care for the multilingual
students’ linguistic development. Why then, do many U.S. faculty and students express
frustration and anger that international students are not actively seeking out relationships with
native speakers of English? This is a question I believe we need to take up in the field of TESOL
in order to consider the ways in which race and accent are embedded into our conversations of
English language learning.
Investment and Identity
The identity model of investment (Norton, 2000, 2013; Darvin & Norton, 2015; De Costa
& Norton, 2017) and the Douglas Fir Group’s (DFG) “Transdisciplinary Framework for SLA in
a Multilingual World” are instrumental in conceptualizing student identity and challenging
racism, sexism, and linguicism at the ideological, institutional, and individual levels. The DFG
framework maps the language learning environment into three overlapping circles. The macro
level connects with Darvin and Norton’s (2015) concept of ideologies, encompassing the belief
systems of a culture. In relation to my study, conceptions of racism, linguicism, and sexism are
associated with the macro level. The meso level is the institutional level; here the ideologies of
the macro level shape the policies and customs of institutions and communities. At this level,
racism, linguicism, and sexism are silently embedded into the structure of institutions and
communities. The micro level is the level of individual interactions, which become sites where
ideology is played out.
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Figure 5.1. Douglas Fir Group’s “Transdisciplinary Framework for SLA in a Multilingual
World”

I contend that through the meso and micro levels, the ideologies of racism, linguicism, and
sexism are communicated to international multilingual students; through their reactions to these
communications, they negotiate their identities. However, the ideology of racism, linguicism,
and sexism function in a complex hierarchy with the higher echelons in closest proximity to
Whiteness, masculinity, and native speakerism. An international multilingual student’s place on
this invisible hierarchy is communicated through social barriers and openings, in the form of
inclusive or exclusive/discriminatory experiences with other members of the academic
community or inclusive or exclusive institutional and pedagogical policies and practices. For
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example, Abdul’s fluent use of the English language, factored into his inclusion in the campus
newspaper. As an ideal international multilingual student, his position in the ideological
hierarchy of the university affords him access to the space of the university newspaper. However,
in Abdul’s experience with the fraternity, he collides with a social barrier. His race, gender, and
accent preclude him from access to the social space of the college fraternity. Students’
investment in language learning and the university community is highly dependent on the
ideology of the macro level and its materialization in the meso and micro levels. In Figure 5.2, I
consider Abdul’s experience with the fraternity as it connects with the DFG model. At the Macro
level, belief systems that establish Whiteness, maleness, and native speakerism as superior
establish an ideology that becomes part of the policy of the fraternity, a community organization,
at the Meso level. In the selection process of new members, the fraternity organization seeks
people with characteristics of loyalty and leadership and connects those attributes with White,
male, athletic bodies, enacting and reifying the ideology of the Macro level. At the Micro level,
the ideology of the Macro level and policy of the Meso level is communicated to Abdul through
his individual interactions with members of the fraternity.
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Figure 5.2 : Abdul and the DFG Model

Macro Level:
Belief systems imbuing White
bodies with positive attributes
shape institutions at the Meso
level and individual interactions
at the Micro level. The belief
that the White, male, tall,
athletic body carries the
attributes of loyalty and
leadership shapes the practices
of the fraternity that Abdul
applies to join.

Meso Level:
At the Meso level, the fraternity
purports to select members
based on the cultural values of
loyalty and leadership, but
recognizes those values
(perhaps subconsciously) in
White, male, athletic bodies.

Micro Level:
Ideology is communicated to
Abdul through his interactions
with the members of the
fraternity. These interactions
reify the fraternity's policies at
the Meso level and the ideology
at the Macro level.
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The DFG model helps to visualize and conceptualize the way that multilingual students’
experiences of race, gender, and accent are affected at various levels. Drawing from the findings
from this study, I would make the following recommendations. TESOL professionals who train
teachers, either in the form of formal teacher training degree programs, or in short training
presentations for faculty who seek to improve their pedagogical practices in working with
multilingual students, should consider employing the model of investment and the DFG
framework in order to help educators conceptualize the relationship between dominant
ideologies around race, gender, and accent, institutional policies, individual social interactions,
and language learning. In my experience, trainings offered to faculty for working with
multilingual learners often focus on practical changes they can make in the classroom to help
their students (for example, pre-teaching vocabulary to help students prepare for a reading or a
lecture). While these types of strategies are very helpful and should be included in teacher
training presentations, it is also important to explicitly draw attention to factors of race, gender,
and accent that lead to discriminatory practices against multilingual students.
Further, TESOL professionals in leadership positions within their institutions should
consider employing Norton’s model of investment and the DFG framework in their efforts to
advocate for students. International multilingual students are often left out of conversations
around race in academic institutions. Employing these tools may aid in advocating for
consideration of the needs of international multilingual students in institutional efforts around
diversity, equity, and inclusion. TESOL leaders should seek to be included in committees that
address these areas and work to challenge racism, linguicism, and sexism against multilingual
students in a collected effort to improve conditions for all marginalized students. In particular,
advocacy efforts should draw attention to student organizations within our institutions that may
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be excluding multilingual students due to racial, linguistic, or gender discrimination. While
leadership positions and student governance of clubs provides students with beneficial
experience, the academic institution must take responsibility for training those student leaders to
include students of all backgrounds in their ranks.
Directions for Future Research
Gender and Intersectional Identities
One unexpected finding in the study is how greatly gender factors into the experiences of
male international multilingual students. In the student surveys and interviews, I questioned
students about their racial, linguistic, and gender identities and experiences related to those
identities in the university campus. While I expected that students identifying as women would
have more to say about their experiences with gender, I found that Abdul and Ibrahim talked
more about the effects of their gender at NU, particularly around issues of the ideal male body,
how their bodies deviated from that image, and the effects on their interactions with U.S. peers.
Past studies on gender have focused most prominently on students identifying as female. Future
studies might focus in on students identifying as male to further examine how maleness
intersects with race in English language learning environments.
Further, while the female participants in the study had less to say about the role of gender
in their campus lives, they sometimes shared experiences that seemed to be heavily affected by
gender but did not identify gender as playing a role. For example, in response to a question about
racism, one female student responded:
A few boys living in the same dormitory looked at me and my Chinese friend passing
through the hallway and said, ‘You guys seem to be good at math, can you help us with
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our homework?’ They did not clearly explain their reasons for their remarks, but we
could fully understand their intentions and reasons.
In my reading of this narrative, I view sexism in addition to racism as an important aspect of the
interaction. However, the student categorized this as racism. It possible that the design of the
questions on the surveys did not adequately prompt students to reflect on their intersectional
identities in their responses. However, students in general, and female students, specifically,
seemed to have a stronger understanding of how their race and their accents impacted their
interactions in the university than gender. In future studies, an explicit discussion of sexual
harassment (Ehrlich, 2001) might generate more discussion on the role of gender in the
university. Future studies should consider examining race and sexual harassment in conjunction
to better understand the experiences of international multilingual students.
Finally, future studies should consider the ways in which narratives of ideal multilingual
students are constructed in relation to race, gender, and accent in other academic institutions. The
study here provides an analysis of the ideal multilingual student myth at one U.S. predominantly
White institution. Replicating this study in other universities would provide greater depth to the
understanding of how constructions of ideal multilingual students shift from one context to
another. It would be particularly interesting to complete the study in an EFL context to examine
how an ideal English language learner is constructed outside of the U.S.
Final Note
This dissertation strives to challenge TESOL professionals to reexamine the narrative of
the ideal multilingual student that appears to serve the positive function of honoring successful
multilingual students for their hard work and encouraging increased motivation in the form of a
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model to other underperforming students. In recognizing that White and native speaker bias is
engrained in the belief system of U.S. culture, we must examine and challenge the practices
where it manifests. In my first interview with Abdul, I thanked him for making time for the study
and asked him if he had any questions about the research. He replied: “I’m just happy to see
someone’s doing this.” I hope that this study has a positive impact on Abdul and other
multilingual students and that it inspires others to explicitly consider issues of race, gender, and
accent in English language learning communities.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A
Student Survey Questions
1. Are you an undergraduate or graduate student?
o Undergraduate Student
o Graduate Student
o Prefer not to answer
2. How long have you been studying at Northern University?
o 0-1 years
o 1-2 years
o 2-3 years
o 3-4 years
o More than 4 years
o Prefer not to answer
3. What are you studying at Northern University?
4. How would you describe your gender identity?
o Non-binary
o Female
o Male
o Prefer to self describe (entry box provided)
o Prefer not to answer
5. How would you describe your racial identity?
o Please describe your racial identity in the box below (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer
6. Which languages do you speak?
o Please list the languages here (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer
7. Have you been told by others that you speak English with an international or regional
accent? If so, please explain.
o Yes. I have been told by others that I speak English with an accent. *Please
explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o No. I have not been told that I speak English with an accent.
o Prefer not to answer
8. How would you define racism?
o Please enter your definition here (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer
9. Have you experienced racism at Northern University? Please explain your answer in the
box below.
o Yes, I have experienced racism at Northern University. *Please explain your
answer in the box below (entry box provided).
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o

I am not sure if I have experienced racism at Northern University. *Please explain
your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o No. I have not experienced racism at Northern University.
o Prefer not to answer
10. How would you define sexism?
o Please enter your definition here (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer
11. Have you experienced sexism at Northern University?
o Yes, I have experienced sexism at Northern University. Please explain your
answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o I am not sure if I have experienced sexism at Northern University. Please explain
your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o No. I have not experienced sexism at Northern University.
o Prefer not to answer
12. If you speak English with an international accent, have you experienced discrimination
based on your accent at Northern University? If yes, please explain.
o Yes, I have experienced discrimination based on my accent at Northern
University. Please explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o I am not sure if I have experienced discrimination based on my accent at Northern
University. Please explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o No. I have not experienced discrimination based on my accent at Northern
University.
o Prefer not to answer
13. In general, do you feel connected to and accepted by the Northern University
community? Please explain.
o Yes. In general, I feel connected to and accepted by the Northern University
community. Please explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o I feel somewhat connected to and accepted by the Northern University
community. Please explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o No I do not feel connected to and accepted by the Northern University
community. Please explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer
14. Would you be willing to talk more about your ideas and experiences with language, race,
and gender with the researcher? If yes, please provide an email address.
o Yes. I would be willing to talk more about my ideas and experiences with
language, race, and gender. Please type your email address in the box below
(entry box provided).
o No. I would not be willing to talk more about my ideas and experiences with
language, race, and gender.
o Prefer not to answer
15. Would you like to be entered in a raffle for a $25 Amazon gift card?
o Yes (redirects to another page where students enter their email address).
o No (survey ends).
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Appendix B
Student Photograph Prompt
Directions: In order to better understand the experience of Northern University campus life for
international multilingual students, I am asking you to take 3-5 photos of places of personal
significance on or near the Northern University campus. Below are a list of photo prompts. You
do not have to take a photo for each prompt. Choose the prompts that are most interesting to
you. The quality of the photos is not important. Please do not include people in your photos.
1.

Take a photo of your favorite place on or near the Northern University campus.

2. Take a photo of the place where you feel most comfortable on or near the
Northern University campus.
3. Take a photo of a place where you feel accepted on or near the Northern
University campus.
4. Take a photo where you feel excluded on or near the Northern University
campus.
5. Take a photo of a place where you have felt uncomfortable because of your race,
accent, or gender on or near the Northern University campus.
6. Take a photo of a place where you have experienced discrimination because of
your race, accent, or gender on or near the Northern University campus.
7. Take a photo of a place that is welcoming to international multilingual students
on or near the Northern University campus.
8. Take a photo of a place that is unwelcoming to international multilingual students
on or near the Northern University campus.
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Appendix C
Guiding Questions for Student Interviews
Interview 1: (Identity/Accent)
1. Can you tell me the story of how you learned to speak English? At what age
did you learn to speak English? How old are you now? Why did you decide to or
need to learn English?
2.

Can you tell me the story of your experience at Northern University?

3.

Can you tell me about the photos that you took for this project?

4.

Which photo prompts did you use?

5.

Why did you choose these places?

6. Can you tell me about some of your friends here at Northern University?
How did you meet them? What do you like about your friends? What are the
gender, linguistic, and racial identities of your closest friends?
7. Do you think it is difficult to make friends with students of different gender,
linguistic, and racial identities at Northern University?
8. Are there any faculty or staff members on campus that you feel connected
to? How did you meet these people? What do you like about them?
9. Do you generally feel comfortable speaking with students who don’t share
your language background in your classes at Northern University?
10. Do you generally feel comfortable speaking with students who don’t share
your language background outside of class at Northern University?
11. Do you feel that some students on campus discriminate against people from
your language background? If so, can you give an example?
12. Can you tell me about a time when you felt comfortable speaking with
students who don’t share your language background outside of class?
13. Can you tell me about a time when you felt uncomfortable speaking with
students who don’t share your language background outside of class?
14. Do you generally feel comfortable speaking with your instructors at Northern
University?
15. Can you tell me about a time when you felt less comfortable talking with a
professor?
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16. Can you tell me about a time when you felt more comfortable talking with a
professor?
17. Do you feel that instructors on campus discriminate against students of your
language background?
Interview 2 (Writing Identity/Accent/ Race)
1.

Which languages can you write in?

2.

Do you think you write well in English?

3.

Can you give an example of a successful writing assignment you’ve had?

4.

Can you give an example of an unsuccessful writing assignment you’ve had?

5. Do you ever write for reasons other than class? Can you tell me about some
things you’ve written?
6. Do you believe writing of multilingual students is different from writing of
monolingual students? If so, how?
7. In your survey, you described your racial identity as x, has your racial
identity or your understanding of race changed since you came to study in the
United States?
8. Do you think students from your racial group experience racism at Northern
University?
9. Do you think students from other racial groups experience racism at
Northern University?
Student Interview 3: (Gender/Intersections)
1.

In your survey, you described your gender identity as x, has your gender
identity or your understanding of gender changed since you came to study in the
United States?

2.

Do you believe students of your gender identity face discrimination at Northern
University?

3.

Do you believe students of other gender identities face discrimination at
Northern University?

4.

Do you believe that there are expectations of how a student with your language
background, race, and gender are expected to behave in Northern University
classrooms?
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5.

Do you believe that there are expectations of how a student with your language
background, race, and gender are expected to behave on the Northern
University campus?

6.

Is it difficult for students of your gender, race, and language background to
study and live at Northern University? Tell me more about why you think that.

7.

Do you think your gender affects your place in the community at Northern
University?
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Appendix D
Faculty Survey Questions
1. What is your role at Northern University?
o Graduate teaching assistant
o Non tenure-track faculty
o Tenure-track faculty
o Tenured faculty
o Other. Please explain (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer
2. For which department(s) do you teach?
o Please list the department(s) you teach in the box below (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer
3. How would you describe your gender identity?
o Non-binary
o Female
o Male
o Prefer to self describe (entry box provided)
o Prefer not to answer
4. How would you describe your racial identity?
o Please describe your racial identity in the box below (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer
5. Which languages do you speak?
o Please list the languages here (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer
6. Have you been told by others that you speak English with an international or regional
accent? If so, please explain.
o Yes. I have been told by others that I speak English with an accent. *Please
explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o No. I have not been told that I speak English with an accent.
o Prefer not to answer
7. How often do you work with international multilingual students in your classroom?
o Often
o Sometimes
o Rarely
o Never
o Prefer not to answer
8. In your opinion, what factors most greatly impact an international multilingual student’s
success in your courses?
o Please share your opinion in the box below (entry box provided).
o I’m not sure what factors affect an international multilingual student’s success in
my courses.
o Prefer not to answer
9. Do you consider the needs of international multilingual students in your course planning?
Please explain.
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o

Yes. I consider the needs of international multilingual students in my course
planning. *Please explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o No. I do not consider the needs of international multilingual students in my course
planning.
o Prefer not to answer.
10. How important is a student’s ability to write in Standard Edited American English
(SEAE) in your courses? Please explain.
o Extremely important (entry box provided).
o Very important (entry box provided).
o Slightly important (entry box provided).
o Not at all important (entry box provided).
o It depends (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer.
11. Can a student who does not write in Standard Edited American English (SEAE) earn an
A on an assignment in your course?
o Yes. A student who does not write in SEAE can earn an A on an assignment in
my course.
o No A student who does not write in SEAE cannot earn an A on an assignment in
my course.
o It depends on the course and/or the assignment. *Please explain your answer in
the box below (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer.
12. Do you feel that international multilingual students face discrimination due to factors of
race, accent, or gender in Northern University classrooms or on campus? Please explain.
o Yes. I believe international multilingual students face discrimination at Northern
University. *Please explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o No. I don’t believe international multilingual students face discrimination at
Northern University. *Please explain your answer in the box below (entry box
provided).
o I am not sure if international multilingual students face discrimination at Northern
University. *Please explain your answer in the box below (entry box provided).
o Prefer not to answer.
13. Would you be willing to further discuss your responses and your experiences with
international multilingual students? If so, please provide a contact email.
o Yes. I would be willing to further discuss my ideas and experiences. *Please
provide a contact email address in the box below (entry box provided).
o No. I would not be willing to further discuss my ideas and experiences.
o Prefer not to answer.
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Appendix E
Guiding Questions for Faculty Interviews
1.

What is one of the courses that you teach on a regular basis?

2.

How many students are generally enrolled in your course?

3.

How often do international multilingual students enroll in your course?

4.

How is the class structured? Do you use lectures, group work, etc.?

5.

What are the major assessments in the course?

6. Do you take measures to ensure that these assessments are fair to international
students?
7. In your opinion, do international multilingual students generally succeed in your
course? Why or why not?
8. In your survey, you explained that you do/do not consider the needs in your course
planning. Can you explain why you have/have not made these changes?
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